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Preface 



This book is a study of the consequences of the Great War, on the people 
who fought it and on the states to which they returned once the fighting 
was over. Its primary focus is on interwar Yugoslavia and the ‘New 
Europe’ created at the end of the conflict, but it is also concerned with 
Europe as a whole. The end of the First World War and the Paris 
settlements established a brief and unprecedented moment of apparent 
unity in Europe. For the first time ever, eastern and western Europe 
resembled each other, beginning a short-lived era of nation-states 
governed by liberal political institutions. In successor states such as 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Poland, and Yugoslavia, western European 
democracies such as Great Britain and France provided a model for 
emulation: not an imposed and patronizing tutelage - as in the mandatory 
countries of the Middle East - but an aspirational example to which the 
subjects and citizens of these new states could arrive on their own terms 
and in their own fashion. In turn. Great Britain and France seemed to 
pledge support for the fledgling new states in the region, giving many a 
sense that the sacrifice of the war years had created a new and better 
world, a world whose values were to be harmonized and espoused by 
institutions such as the League of Nations and the International Labour 
Organization. This was a prototype ‘international community’ to replace 
the empires and antagonistic alliance blocs of the past. 

The political form of these new nation-states remained intact, but 
their content soon withered away: liberal political institutions collapsed 
almost uniformly throughout the region in the interwar period. Instead of 
the gradual consolidation of democratic governance, the region went 
through first the local authoritarianisms of the interwar period, then the 
imposition of Axis rule during the Second World War, and finally the 
establishment of Stalinist state socialism - achieved throughout the region 
by 1948 and remaining largely in place until the end of the ‘short twen- 
tieth century’ in 1989. From the chrysalis of ‘New Europe’ - a region of 
independent nation-states aspiring to be equal members of an interna- 
tional community - emerged the stunted butterfly of ‘Eastern Europe’ - a 
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Cold War political power bloc in the thrall of Moscow. This metamor- 
phosis is marked by some consistent historical processes: the rapid and 
irreversible corrosion of liberal politics, the collapse of institutions set 
up to produce such politics, and the abandonment by Great Britain and 
France of the kin states they had helped to establish with the victory of 
the First World War, an abandonment incontestably and fatally fulfilled 
at Munich, 1938. The First World War, the Second World War, and the 
Cold War - each of these conflicts begins in this region; its trajectory in 
the thirty years from the end of the First World War until the beginning of 
the Cold War is surely one of the most decisive passages in the shaping 
of Europe’s twentieth century. 

This book follows the first movement of this unhappy symphony: the 
failure of liberal politics in the New Europe of the interwar period and 
the return to war. It uses Yugoslavia as a case study for a pattern that was 
repeated across the region. Its subjects are the soldiers who had fought 
during the Eirst World War (and in the case of Serbia, during the Balkan 
wars of 1 9 1 2-1 9 1 3) . What role did veterans and their associations play in 
this seismic political shift? The answer, I believe, lies to a great extent in 
the fracturing experience of the war in central and eastern Europe, and 
the inability, or the unwillingness, of many people to fully disconnect 
from the war years. The borders of New Europe were superimposed upon 
a topography of conflict and killing; each of these new states housed 
men and women who had until recently been on opposing sides of the 
Great War and who carried into peace the divisions of the war years. 
Those divisions weighed too heavily on the fragile institutions of the 
new states; liberal politics (and to a certain extent liberal economies) 
were seen as ineffective in binding together the fragments inherited 
from the war; leaders and peoples soon succumbed to ‘authoritarian 
temptations’ as a temporary measure intended to realize the process of 
unification and state building. But once released, the genie could not be 
returned to the bottle: authoritarianism became more and more deeply 
embedded in the political culture of the states in question, leaving them 
easy prey for the dictatorships imposed during the Second World War 
and the Cold War. 

I am thankful to many people who have helped me along the way to 
writing this book. First, my doctoral advisor Mark Cornwall, who took me 
on as a PhD candidate even though I had no degree in history and no 
higher degree of any kind. Thanks to Michael Watson, the commissioning 
editor at Cambridge University Press, who took an interest in the work 
and has been enormously helpful to me, a first- time author, at all stages of 
this book’s production. Cathie Carmichael read through sections of this 
work at various stages, offering invaluable advice along the way. So too 
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did Dominique Reill and the two anonymous reviewers at Cambridge 
University Press, and I am grateful for their comments and criticisms. 

David Norris and Vladislava Ribnikar nurtured and encouraged my 
academic interests in south-eastern Europe at the outset, when I was still 
an undergraduate. I am very indebted to them. As a graduate student, 
I received patient advice and guidance from people who are now my 
colleagues and friends: Mark Biondich, Melissa Bokovoy, Wendy 
Bracewel, Peter Gatrell, Filip Hamersak, Jovana Knezevic, Robert 
Knight, Alexander Korb, Christian Nielsen, Vjeran Pavlakovic, and 
Nancy Wingfield. John Horne and Robert Gerwarth brought me to 
Dublin, where I am still based, and the two war studies centres at 
Trinity College and University College have helped make this city an 
international hub for the study of conflict and its repercussions, the 
perfect environment to craft a work such as this. I’m grateful to both of 
them and to Dubliners honorary and actual: Balazs Apor, Tomas Balkilis, 
Pavlina Bobic, Judith Devlin, Julia Eichenberg, Christina Griessler, 
Susan Grant, Tomas Irish, Heather Jones, Mark Jones, James Kitchen, 
Alan Kramer, Michael Laffan, Edward Madigan, Paul Miller, William 
Mulligan, Pierre Purseigle, Dmitar Tasic, Ugur Umit Ungur, and Jay 
Winter. The staff at the National Library and the Svetozar Markovic 
Library, the Archives of Yugoslavia, and the Archives of Serbia, all in 
Belgrade. The staff at the University Library in Zagreb (especially the 
newspaper reading room!) and the National Archives in Zagreb. Also in 
Zagreb, at the Historical Institute: Mario Jareb, Hrvoje Capo, Stjepan 
Matkovic, and Filip Hameroak. The staff at the Matica Srpska in Novi 
Sad, and Katja akrlj and Petra Svoljdak at the Slovene Academy of Arts 
and Sciences - 1 owe you both a Guinness in Dublin. Thanks to those at 
the Historical Institutes in Belgrade: Mile Bjelajac, Danilo aarenac, and 
Olga Manoljovic-Pintar. 

The final stages of this book were completed as I took up work at 
the National University of Ireland, Maynooth, a collegial and friendly 
environment in which to begin a teaching career, made so thanks to my 
head of department Marian Lyons; all my colleagues, especially Alison 
Fitzgerald, Jackie Hill, Filipe Meneses, and David Lederer; and Patty 
Gray, John O’Brennan, and Zszuszanna Zarka. I’m grateful to our guest 
speakers, especially Christopher Clark and Marko Hoare. Thanks to all 
the students at all levels I have had the privilege of working with these last 
few years. Finally, thanks to my family for their love and support, and 
especially my parents, to whom I dedicate this work. 
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Introduction 

Liberation and unification 



The embattled kingdom 

Near the beginning of Rebecca West’s vast travelogue Black Lamb and 
Grey Falcon, based on a series of trips she made to Yugoslavia in the 
1930s, the author describes an argument between her Serbian tour guide, 
introduced as ‘Constantine’, and a Croat, ‘Valetta’. Constantine, an 
employee of the government’s press office, has been defending the regime 
against Valetta’s accusations of corruption and unfair treatment of non- 
Serbs. The quarrel soon becomes acrimonious: Constantine claims that 
the problem in Yugoslavia with the Croats is that they are ‘more lawyers 
than soldiers’, that is, better at quibbling for special privileges than they 
are at fighting for the state.' After Valetta has left, Constantine tells his 
British guest a story from his time serving in the Serbian army during the 
First World War: 

‘There was a hill in Serbia that we were fighting for all night with Austrian troops. 
Sometimes we had it, sometimes they had it, and at the end we wholly had it, and 
when they charged us we cried to them to surrender, and through the night they 
answered. ‘The soldiers of the Empire do not surrender,’ and it was in our own 
tongue they spoke. So we knew they were our brothers the Croats, and because 
they were our brothers we knew that they meant it, and so they came against us, 
and we had to kill them, and in the morning they all lay dead, and they were all our 
brothers.’^ 

This was West’s attempt to explain the contemporary problems of the 
South Slav state in the 1930s through the prism of its recent history, in 
this case, the inability of Serbs and Croats to see eye to eye is related back 
to the First World War. It was an approach West took throughout Black 
Lamb and Grey Falcon, reworking her experiences, ventriloquizing her 
‘characters’ so that they would enact her own ideas. And yet regardless 
of West’s embellishments, this episode retains a historical resonance: 

^ Rebecca West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon: A Journey through Yugoslavia (London: 
Cannongate Press, 2006, originally 1942), 86. 

^ Ibid., 89. 
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‘Constantine’ is West’s pseudonym for Stanislav Vinaver, the Serbian 
Jewish poet who returned to Serbia to enlist in the army at the time of the 
Balkan wars (1912-1913) and during the First World War served as a 
lieutenant in the Serbian army’s celebrated Students’ Battalion. The 
battalion fought in the early clashes between Serbia and Austria- 
Hungary, as the imperial army tried without success to knock Serbia 
quickly out of the war before turning to its larger tasks in the east. 
Austria-Hungary, keen to win both the propaganda and the military war 
against Serbia, often used regiments with large contingents of South Slav 
officers and soldiers in these early Balkan campaigns: their prowess on the 
battlefield was to serve as a demonstration of the loyalty of the monarchy’s 
South Slav subjects and their willingness to join the fight against Serbia.^ 
According to Constantine/Vinaver, they were Croats, but in fact the 
Serbian army had also fought against Slovenes, Bosnian Muslims, and 
indeed Serbs. Here is a man who has been marked by his experiences in 
war, a man for whom the war served as an important point of reference, 
a standard by which the state could be judged and through which its 
problems could be understood. 

This was not a lone voice: in interwar Yugoslavia there were tens of 
thousands of men who had served in the Serbian army during 1912-1918, 
that is, during the Balkan wars of 1912-1913 and the First World War 
(years which were typically remembered by Serbians as a single and 
continuous ‘period’ of warfare) . And there were also tens of thousands 
of former ‘soldiers of the Emperor’ in Yugoslavia, Vinaver’s one-time 
adversaries, now his fellow subjects. This book is about their presence and 
the presence of the First World War in Yugoslavia. Its subject is the tens 
of thousands of men like Vinaver who served or fought in the Serbian 
army during the war years, and the tens of thousands of South Slavs who 
served or fought in the Austro-Hungarian army. It is a study in the social 
and cultural consequences of conflict in Yugoslavia, one that emphasizes 
the fact that this state, like most others in interwar eastern and central 
Europe, was formed in the aftermath of a protracted period of conflict 
during which many of its subjects had been mobilized in opposition to 
each other. The parts of the book are organized around the patriotic and 
veterans’ associations that were an important feature of the interwar 
state’s life, and also around a number of ‘archetypes’: veterans of the 
wars of 1912-1918 - figures often considered of lesser importance in the 
history of Yugoslavia - and their surprising biographies. 

The story of these associations and individuals is used to chart a larger 
historical process in Yugoslavia, that is, the downfall of liberal state 



Andrej Mitrovic, Srbija uprvom svetskom ratu (Belgrade: Stubovi culture, 2004), 89. 
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institutions and their subsequent replacement by an authoritarian regime 
at the end of the 1920s. The following pages address the failures of state 
institutions such as the new national army, the welfare programme, and, 
especially, the parliamentary system to reconcile war veterans, both to 
each other and to the state itself. These failures left a large cohort of the 
population at odds with the institutions of the new state, exasperated with 
the failures of liberal politics and willing to see them replaced barely a 
decade after the end of the war. There are regional implications to this 
argument, since almost all of the new states of eastern and central Europe 
succumbed to authoritarianism quite soon after the end of the war, and 
many of these states, like Yugoslavia, were formed on the fault lines of 
the First World War, they experienced similar problems in reconciling 
war veterans to the new politics. The conflict lived on in people’s hearts 
and minds after 1918i the fractures of the war years undermined the 
post-war Wilsonian order throughout the region; ultimately, the demo- 
cratic institutions established in the states of ‘New Europe’ after 1918 
were too fragile to reconcile these divisions. This book uses Yugoslavia as 
a case study in how and why liberal institutions, installed throughout the 
new states of central and eastern Europe at the end of the war, collapsed 
almost uniformly in the years after 1918. 

The book’s second major concern is the ‘remobilization’ of South Slav 
war veterans, wherein some of the men who had served and fought for the 
Allies and for the Central Powers eventually returned to war after 1 94 1 . It 
is important to note that we are talking about a significant minority of war 
veterans rather than an outright majority. As we shall see, most men who 
had fought in the First World War did not return to the battle in 1941; 
however, those that did played a pivotal role in the establishment and 
ideological organization of groups contested the civil war in Yugoslavia 
from 1941 to 1945. Specifically, it will be shown how and why former 
Austro-Hungarian officers of Croat descent made an important contribu- 
tion to the programme of the Croatian paramilitary/fascist group, the 
‘Ustashe’, and how nationalist veterans of Serbia’s wars from 1912 to 
1918, increasingly unhappy with the lot of Serbs and Serbia in the inter- 
war state and with the failure to integrate newly associated ‘Serbian’ 
lands such as Kosovo and Macedonia, would radically restate their natio- 
nalizing agenda in the ‘Yugoslav Army in the Homeland’ (the Serbian 
Chetniks) after 1941. 

Once again, these arguments are offered with a view to their broader 
implications for European history: by analysing the continuities and dis- 
continuities between the violence of 1914-1918 and that of 1941-1945 in 
the Balkans, this book is intended as an intervention into the ongoing 
debate about the relationship between the quality and kind of violence 
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seen during the First World War with that seen during the Second World 
War.^ This is unquestionably one of the most important lines of enquiry 
in studies of twentieth-century European history: to understand and to 
meaningfully compare the two world wars is to better understand the 
trajectory of Europe over the past century and the historical forces that 
have shaped - and continue to shape - the continent to the present day. 
Rather than a direct and diachronic comparison between the type 
of violence that marked the First and Second World Wars, this book 
uses war veterans who played a role in both conflicts to tease out the 
differences and the development of violence from one war to the next. In 
other words, it traces the experiences of a generational cohort whose 
members are implicated in the conduct of war during both 1914-1918 
and 1941-1945. 



Demobilization, victories, and defeats 

The arguments of the book are drawn in large part from the scholarship of 
cultural historians working on the First World War in Western countries 
such as France and Great Britain, historians whose work over the last few 
decades has significantly enhanced our understanding of the ‘human 
factor’ of the war, that is, its impact on ‘ordinary’ men and women, and 
of course, its impact on the men who fought. The work of cultural 
historians such as John Keegan, Leonard Smith, Benjamin Ziemann, 
and Alexander Watson (to name but a few) has shown how soldiers in 
combat were more than just passive and malleable materiel in the hands 
of generals and other military leaders; they were, in fact, active historical 
agents in their own right, whose actions shaped the course of events 
during the war years. ^ Men who fought during 1914-1918 continued to 
be active agents out of uniform and after the war, of course, and there 
have also been a number of excellent studies of the war veteran and 



^ See, e.g. Isabel V. Hull, Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in 
Imperial Germany (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005); Volker 
R. Berghahn, Europe in the Era of Two World Wars: Erom Militarism and Genocide to Civil 
Society, 1900-1950 (Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2006); and in the Balkan 
context, Jonathan E. Gumz, The Resurrection and Collapse of Empire in Habsburg Serbia, 
1914-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 

^ John Keegan, The Eace of Battle: A Study of Agincourt, Waterloo and the Somme (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1976); Leonard V. Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience: The Case of 
the French Fifth Infantry Division (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); 
Benjamin Ziemann, War Experiences in Rural Germany: 1914-1923 (Oxford: Berg, 2007) 
and Contested Commemorations: Republican War Veterans and Weimar Political Culture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); and Alexander Watson, Enduring the 
Great War: Combat, Morale and Collapse in the German and British Armies, 1914-1918 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
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his fate after 1918. The work of scholars such as Richard Bessel, Joanna 
Bourke, Deborah Cohen, Eric J. Leed, Antoine Frost, and Robert Weldon 
Whalen® has helped establish a framework for the study of veterans that 
can be profitably applied beyond the national case studies in question. 

For many men, the transition from war to peace was a slow and painful 
one; and each of the formerly belligerent states of the First World War, 
to a greater or lesser extent, confronted the challenge of ‘demobilization’ 
in the years after the Armistice. Demobilization is used here in its 
broader sense, meaning both ‘military demobilization’, the necessary 
process of reducing an army raised for war into a peacetime force, and 
also, importantly, ‘cultural demobilization’, the disengagement of war- 
time mentalities through which people are motivated to fight. This latter 
definition is taken from the volume State, Society, and Mobilization in 
Europe during the First World War (edited by John Horne), whose con- 
tributors discuss 

the engagement of the different belligerent nations in their war efforts both 
imaginatively, through collective representations and the belief and value systems 
giving rise to these, and organizationally, through the state and civil society.^ 

It is this fuller definition of ‘culmral demobilization’ that is crucial for 
understanding the role of former soldiers in interwar Europe, and in 
Yugoslavia, too. For many veterans, the transition from war to peace also 
involved the disengagement, distancing, or reworking of those values and 
belief systems that were effective in mobilizing societies during the war. 

To a certain extent. Allied countries such as France and Great Britain, 
two of the ‘victor states’ of the First World War, were successful in 
re-integrating war veterans into civilian society in the years after the 
war. In these countries it seems a compact was forged between former 
soldiers and the state based around welfare provision and participation 
in - or at least acceptance of - national institutions and national politics. 
Long-standing liberal and democratic traditions, deeply embedded in 
the political culture of these states, were apparently robust enough to 



® Richard Bessel, Germany after the First World War (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); 
Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Men’s Bodies, Britain, and the Great War 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); Deborah Cohen, The War Come Home: 
Disabled Veterans in Britain and Germany 1914-1939 (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2001); Eric J. Leed, No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in World War One 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Antoine Prost, In the Wake of the War: 
‘Les Anciens Combattants’ and French Society 1914—1939 (Oxford: Berg, 1992); and Robert 
Weldon Whalen, Bitter Wounds: German Victims of the Great War, 1914-1939 (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1984). 

^ John Home, ‘Introduction: Mobilizing for “Total War”, 1 9 1 4—1 9 1 8’, in State, Society, and 
Mobilization in Europe during the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 1 . 
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absorb most former soldiers into post-war society and thus meet one of 
the most pressing challenges of the post-war period. This is not to say 
that France and Great Britain witnessed no violence, or that their national 
institutions faced no challenges in the post-war order from former 
soldiers - they did. The vehemence of paramilitary forces such as the 
‘Black and Tans’ and the army auxiliaries in Ulster during the Irish War of 
Independence is an example that shows how Britain had its share of 
battle-hardened veterans who were engaged in violence well after the 
end of the war.® And in France, the Action Frangaise fascist movement 
sought to topple the liberal republican order in the interwar period,® or, 
as Chris Millington has argued in a challenging and important work, 
right-wing war veterans would go on to play an important role in the 
Vichy regime of Philippe Petain during the Second World War.^° 
Nevertheless, these remained marginal or distant forces in interwar 
Britain and France, insufficiently powerful to seriously unsteady the 
liberal institutions of the countries in question. 

Germany and Italy fared less well in the years after the war. In the case 
of Weimar Germany, as recent research has shown, a majority of war 
veterans remained loyal to the republican values and politics of the liberal 
state during the 1920s.^' Nevertheless, state institutions were assailed 
from early on by groups of right-wing soldiers unsatisfied with their post- 
war circumstances. This noisy minority formed the new phalanxes from 
which Hitler and the National Socialists created a political movement that 
made promises about restoring the dignity of the German veteran, and 
especially by avenging the humiliation of 1918. Hitler created what 
George Mosse has termed a ‘myth of war experience’ through which the 
varied reality of Germany’s war and the different experiences and political 



® On Great Britain during and after the war, see Jon Lawrence, ‘Forging a Peaceable 
Kingdom: War, Violence, and Fear of Brutalization in Post-First World War Britain’, 
The Journal of Modem History, 75/3 (September 2003); and Adrian Gregory, The Last 
Great War: British Society and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009). 

^ On the challenges faced by national institutions in France in the wake of the war, and the 
successful overcoming of those challenges, see John Horne, ‘Defending Victory: 
Paramilitary Politics in France, 1918-1926. A Counter-example’, in Robert Gerwarth 
and John Home (eds.). War in Peace: Paramilitary Violence in Europe after the Great War 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

Chris Millington, From Victory to Vichy: Veterans in Interwar France (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2012). 

See Ziemann, Contested Commemorations', and William Mulligan, ‘German Veterans’ 
Associations and the Culture of Peace: The Case of the Reichsbanner’, in 
Julia Eichenberg and John Paul Newman (eds.). The Great War and Veterans’ 
Internationalism (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 

Bessel, Germany after the First World War. 
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affiliations of German war veterans were masked with a single, unifying 
story of soldiers undefeated on the battlefield but betrayed by civilian 
leaders during the war.^^ There was a similar situation in Italy, a state 
whose failure to obtain coveted territories on the Adriatic led to resent- 
ment on the part of a large number of former soldiers. This, coupled with 
a fragile liberal political system, made Italy easy prey for Benito Mussolini 
and the fascists, a political movement that transfigured ideals of sacrifice 
and war into political action, creating what Emilio Gentile has described 
as a kind of ‘civic religion’ central to which was the war and the experience 
of the Italian soldier.'"^ Veterans themselves came to occupy a central 
position in fascist rhetoric and political culture. As in Germany, the 
fascist ‘myth of war experience’ came to supplant all other accounts of 
the war. 

Germany differed from France and Great Britain in that it was one of 
the war’s defeated states, of course, many of whose veterans, instead of 
celebrating their wartime victory, nursed a resentment both to the civilian 
leaders and national institutions of the Weimar state and to the post-war 
European settlement more generally. Thus, Wolfgang Schivelbusch 
speaks of a ‘culture of defeat’ in Germany after 1918, one that cleansed 
the nation of its moral culpability for the war and one that demanded 
redemption through some kind of radical political project, in this case. 
National Socialism.^® Schivelbusch’s arguments are applicable to other 
defeated states and parties of the First World War (Italy’s ‘mutilated 
victory’, for example, felt more like a defeat for many former soldiers). 
But it has also been suggested that the culture of defeat has an alter ego 
in interwar Europe, a ‘culture of victory’ permeating societies, such as 
France and Great Britain, which had emerged as victors from the First 
World War. In such cases, the war victory was invested also with a 
moral component, where veterans saw their sacrifice and triumph during 
1914-1918 as part of a righteous cause, to defeat Prussian militarism, to 
liberate Alsace-Lorraine, to restore to Europe the ideals of democracy and 
liberalism.^® Replete in victory, the veterans of countries such as France 
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and Great Britain were committed to upholding the post-war order and 
to projecting the values of the war victory across the continent. 



The legacy of war in central and eastern Europe 

In the interwar period and beyond, patterns of mobilization and demo- 
bilization and the fault lines of victory and defeat transcended national 
boundaries. The processes of demobilization; the practices of commem- 
oration and of marking the war sacrifice; the veteran, militarist, and 
patriotic societies formed by former soldiers were typical of societies 
across Europe in the interwar period. For this reason, comparisons and 
contrasts can be meaningfully made among post-war European states. 
And this includes, of course, the interwar states of eastern and central 
Europe, since the war was also a defining event in these countries, and 
they, in turn, are an integral part of the common European experience of 
war. There is a gap between the vast historiography of the war and its 
aftermath in the West and the smaller but expanding historiography of the 
war in the East. The gap is being closed by a number of innovative and 
original works, many of which have drawn on the scholarship of cultural 
historians of the war and its aftermath in western Europe and which have 
enriched our understanding not only of eastern European history but also 
of the shared experience of war throughout Europe in the twentieth 
century. Thus, in recent times, cultural historians of central and eastern 
Europe have produced works dealing with commemoration of the war in 
the region; gender relations in the wake of the war;'® the hegemony of 
certain national, social, or political groups in war remembrance, and the 
marginalization of certain others;^® the role of myth and propaganda in 



And ‘beyond’ Europe, since it should also be noted that over the last decade or so a 
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the creation of a new national culture after 1918;^' and many other 
topics. 

The central and eastern European ‘successor states’ of Austria- 
Hungary - that is, Austria, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, 
and Yugoslavia - represent a fascinating blend of cultures of defeat and 
victory and of processes of demobilization after 1918. At the end of the 
war, the peacemakers in Paris neatly divided the states that had emerged 
from the collapse of the Dual Monarchy into victorious and defeated 
parties. The vanquished were clearly represented by the new republics of 
Austria and Hungary, the imperial nations whom the Allies held partly 
responsible (along with Germany, the Ottoman Empire, and Bulgaria) for 
the outbreak of the war. They were duly punished by the treaties of Saint 
Germain (Austria) and Trianon (Hungary): stripped of many of their 
territories and peoples and reduced to shadows of their former imperial 
glory. Throughout the interwar period, there were many Austrians and 
Hungarians, both inside and outside the new states, who harboured power- 
ful resentments against the new European order and who nursed revisionist 
designs on surrounding territories. Schivelbusch’s ‘culture of defeat’ is 
visible in both these cases, and it is unsurprising that in the interwar period 
many of the leaders of both Austria and Hungary were committed to 
revisionist projects. 

For their part, Austrian and Hungarian veterans had to come to terms 
not only with the defeat of 1918, but also with the demise of the great 
empire for which they had fought, and the emergence in its place of 
reduced and lustreless republics. Indeed, many former subjects of 
Austria-Hungary throughout the region shared this disorienting sense 
of having fought for an extinguished state and idea.^^ In many cases, 
former soldiers remobilized in support of right-wing revisionist projects. 
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gravitating towards the paramilitary Heimwehr groups (in Austria) or the 
anti-Bolshevik ‘White’ forces centred in Szeged (Hungary). 

In contrast, the ‘victor’ states were the newly formed - or greatly 
expanded - states that comprised the ‘New Europe’: Romania, 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Yugoslavia; states identified with the 
‘small nations’ on whose behalf the Allies claimed to have fought during 
1914-1918, and whose ‘liberation’ had supposedly been realized with 
the victory of 1918. In the 1920s, leaders of these countries carefully 
cultivated an identification with the victorious parties of the First World 
War - especially France and Great Britain - promoting a self-image of 
small states which had fought alongside the Allies and had emerged 
triumphantly as legitimate members of the post-war Wilsonian order in 
Europe. In many cases this was a continuation of wartime propaganda 
whose intention had been to persuade the Allies that their national group 
sympathized not with the Central Powers but with the Allies themselves. 
Thus, as Andrea Orzoff has shown in the case of Czechoslovakia, during 
the war Edvard Benes and Tomas Masaryk built up the image of the 
Czech Legions as representative of the pro-Allied sympathies of an entire 
people.^® After 1918, the ‘myth’ of the legions became central to the 
national culture of the first Czechoslovak republic. 

In the 1920s, and throughout the region, the ‘culture of victory’ was an 
integral part of the diplomatic agenda of the successor states, as leaders in 
Bucharest, Prague, Warsaw, and Belgrade attempted to stabilize their 
rule, shore up the territorial gains they had made in the peace treaties, and 
protect themselves from the real and imagined threats of revisionism, 
Habsburg restoration, and Bolshevik revolution. The victory was culti- 
vated and maintained in veterans’ parades, public ceremonies, and 
war monuments that emphasized the inter-Allied ties of the country in 
question. And it was enshrined into diplomatic alliances such as the 
‘Little Entente’, intended, in the words of the Romanian politician Take 
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lonescu, as an ‘alliance of all the victors in Central and Eastern Europe 
with the object of upholding all the treaties against any attack’.^® The 
regional ‘culture of victory’ was projected outwardly, then, as a facet of 
cultural diplomacy and foreign policy, but it was also internalized, woven 
into the fabric of the new states through official commemoration, cele- 
brations of the war years, and so on. 

In truth, however, the culture of victory was not an exact fit in new 
Europe: it masked the far more ambivalent legacies of the war in this 
region. Just as the application of self-determination in eastern and central 
Europe had rewarded some national groups whilst denying others, the 
identification of Romania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia as 
‘victor states’ acknowledged the sacrifice of certain parts of the population 
at the expense of others. The wartime experiences of the subjects and 
citizens of these states were far more complex. There were Romanian 
veterans that had served either in the Romanian army or the Austro- 
Hungarian army; in the Polish state there were Poles and Ukrainians 
who saw action in the Prussian, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian armies, 
or with the various legionary and volunteer divisions; war veterans in 
Czechoslovakia may have volunteered for the pro-Allied legionary divi- 
sions based in Russia, or they may have spent their entire war years 
serving in the Austro-Hungarian army; and Yugoslav veterans, be they 
Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, or members of the state’s many national mino- 
rities, may have served in the Serbian or Montenegrin armies alongside 
the Allies, or in the Austro-Hungarian army. Underneath the post-1918 
triumphalism, various, often competing, notions of the meaning of the 
war sacrifice coexisted. Cultures of victory collided with cultures of 
defeat, but the former were always privileged over the latter: the panoply 
of veterans’ war experiences tended to be reduced to an edifying story told 
by those who had won the war. The culture of victory brought the centre 
of commemorative and celebratory gravity towards one group of veterans 
whilst marginalizing and distancing others. 

This act of commemorative centring had a destabilizing effect on the 
new states of eastern and central Europe. Eor in these countries the 
cultural demobilization of former soldiers was an important part of creat- 
ing subjects or citizens who were loyal and bound to their new states; it 
was needed in order to turn soldiers who were often mobilized against one 
another during the war into reconciled subjects or citizens of the new 
successor states. And yet elevating one group of veterans over another 
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inhibited this process, since in order to reconcile the subjects and citizens 
of the new states it was necessary also to dismantle wartime mentalities, 
not to reify them into official policy. Indeed, the fault lines between 
victors and vanquished were very often embedded into the institutional 
culture of the successor states: social policies, welfare programmes, for 
example, tended to favour ‘victorious’ veterans at the expense of the 
‘defeated’. Bureaucrats, civil servants, and politicians were very often 
themselves party to prejudices against former soldiers of the ‘defeated 
enemy’, as we shall see. And the winners of the war had a near monopoly 
on commemoration. Antagonisms in the region can therefore be attrib- 
uted, at least in part, to the presence of a large group of men whose 
experiences of wartime mobilization and of post-war demobilization 
were vastly different, and whose wartime mentalities and attitudes were 
carried over into the interwar period. 

This was not all, however, for even this privileging of ‘victorious’ over 
‘defeated’ veterans did not necessarily bind favoured parties to the new 
governments and national institutions in central and eastern Europe. For 
in fact many veterans, even those that had ‘won’ the war, resented the 
way in which the culture of victory was used for political purposes. Thus, 
as Maria Bucur has shown in an insightful study of war commemoration 
in twentieth-century Romania, ‘ordinary’ Romanians who had been 
through the war tended to reject official and national ceremonies in favour 
of commemorations organized at the local level. Many war veterans 
held dear their sacrifice and victory during 1914-1918, and jealously 
guarded it against civilian politicians. Quite often, the ‘culture of victory’ 
in eastern and central Europe alienated even those veterans it sought to 
celebrate. 

The failure, in most cases, to heal the wounds of the war years, was in 
fact only one part of a more general, institutional failure on the part of the 
successor states with regard to their war veterans. For unlike France and 
Great Britain, but much like Weimar Germany, the national institutions 
of the eastern and central European successor states, that is, the new 
national armies, the welfare programmes, and - especially - the parlia- 
mentary systems, were new, fragile, and very often not fit for purpose. 
Military leaders in the region often faced insurmountable difficulties in 
forging national armies comprising men who had fought on opposing 
sides during the war; political leaders were unable to create a post-war 
welfare programme that fulfilled the expectations of former soldiers (be 
they ‘victorious’ or ‘defeated’); and finally, fatally, they were unable to 
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create consolidated and functioning parliamentary systems that could 
mediate and absorb the energies of former soldiers. 

Throughout the region there existed from an early stage a large group of 
men who did not acknowledge the legitimacy of state institutions and 
were therefore prepared to accept their suspension, or even liquidation, 
should the situation call for it. In the years immediately after the war, 
liberal political institutions governed the new states of eastern and central 
Europe, but in failing to win the support of former soldiers, each state 
contained a powerful ‘authoritarian potential’, a potential that heightened 
during the 1920s with each political crisis and failure. This authoritarian 
potential was realized almost uniformly by the beginning of the 1930s, as 
the democratic institutions of the successor states (with the exception 
of Czechoslovakia)^^ succumbed to dictatorship or authoritarian rule of 
some kind. The shift from liberalism to authoritarianism in the region 
was rooted in large part in the failures of institutional integration and 
cultural demobilization since the end of the war. 



Yugoslavia 

It is to the fractured typology outlined above that Yugoslavia belongs. 
The South Slav state inherited a divided wartime legacy, with veterans 
that had fought or served with the Allies during the war and those that 
had fought or served with the Central Powers. The former were given 
prominence over the latter, leading to a stalled and incomplete process of 
reconciliation and demobilization in the 1920s. Moreover, veterans in 
general were dissatisfied with the progress made by national institutions 
in the 1920s, many of them welcomed the imposition of the royal dicta- 
torship in 1929; certainly none of them mourned the passing of the 
parliamentary system. And as Yugoslavia drifted towards the Axis powers 
in the latter half of the 1930s, a large number of veterans became ever 
more critical of their government’s improving relations with Berlin, their 
wartime foe, whilst a smaller number, many of whom had fought in the 
Austro-Hungarian army, welcomed the chance to revise the existing 
boundaries of the state. 

In Yugoslavia, by far the largest and most active contingent of war 
veterans had fought or served in the Serbian army during its wars from 
1912 to 1918. This prominence was due in part to the scale of the war and 
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its duration in Serbia compared to the Habsburg South Slav lands. No 
belligerent state had suffered more per capita casualties during the Great 
War than Serbia, which had lost almost 50 per cent of enlisted men, and 
perhaps a fifth of its pre-war population, on the battlefield, and through 
disease, starvation, and the many privations of war and occupation. Yet 
the prominence of Serbia’s war veterans was also due to the fact that the 
Yugoslav culture of victory was based on the achievements and sacrifices 
of the Serbian army and its soldiers. This victory was inscribed into the 
foundations of the South Slav state: it was the Serbian army that ‘liber- 
ated’ the South Slavs from imperial rule and ‘unified’ them into a com- 
mon state at the end of the war. Thus, the years 1912-1918 constituted a 
long war of ‘liberation and unification’ fought by the Serbian army on 
behalf of all South Slavs. Liberation and unification stood for Serbia’s 
victory against Austria-Hungary and therefore, by extension, the victory 
of nationalism against imperialism, and it also stood for the wider Allied 
victory against the Central Powers, of which Serbia had played a small 
but significant role. 

In this way, the state identified itself with Serbia’s Franco-British 
wartime ties, the status quo post helium, and especially the Wilsonian 
order as it stood in post-war eastern and central Europe. And ‘liberation 
and unification’ assumed many forms in Yugoslavia: monuments and 
veterans’ parades, memoirs, poetry, plays. As we shall see, one of the 
most striking manifestations of the Serbian culture of victory was a 
process of ‘medievalization’^^ that attended the state-building project in 
regions such as Kosovo and Macedonia, regions that were (and in some 
cases still are) considered inherently and historically Serbian. Needless to 
say, the central position accorded to veterans of the Serbian army margin- 
alized veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army. After all, the victory of 
the Serbian army was also by implication the defeat of Austria-Hungary 
and its soldiers. Such distinctions made the existing clefts in the newly 
unified state all the more pronounced, and relations between the two 
contingents of Yugoslavia’s wartime generation were often fraught. 

On the one hand, many Serbian veterans were aware of the Serbian/ 
Habsburg cleft and its divisive effect. Their associations made efforts to 
breach this divide by reaching out to veterans of the Austro-Hungarian 

Jozo Tomasevich, Peasants, Politics, and Economic Change in Yugoslavia (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1955), 222-223. These figures are discussed in more detail 
at the beginning of Chapter 2. 

The concept of the ‘medievalization’ of the Great War is explored, in the context of Great 
Britain and Germany, by Stefan Goebel in The Great War and Medieval Memory: War, 
Remembrance and Medievalism in Britain and Germany, 1914—1940 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009). His arguments are applied to the Serbian case in 
Chapter 3. 
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army. The results were mixed, as we shall see, and tell us much about the 
limits of the regional culture of victory in transcending wartime and post- 
war divisions among veterans. On the other hand, there existed in 
Yugoslavia an institutionalized prejudice against Austro-Hungarian 
veterans, and these veterans were considered by many of the state’s 
bureaucrats, civil servants, and even politicians to be soldiers who had 
fought against the interests of the state, since the culture of liberation and 
unification tended to conflate the interests of pre-war Serbia with those of 
post-war Yugoslavia. The encounter between Austro-Hungarian veterans 
and the state’s institutions was often an unhappy one. There is evidence of 
institutionalized prejudices against Austro-Hungarian veterans in the 
army (an army whose ethos was rooted in the military culture of the 
pre-war Serbian state - see below - and whose officer corps was domi- 
nated by Serbian officers) and also the state’s departments of social care 
and welfare. Legislation (which was a long time coming) called for the 
equal treatment of veterans of the Austro-Hungarian and Serbian armies, 
but in reality, Austro-Hungarian pensioners and disabled veterans often 
received short shrift from official quarters. Moreover, attempts to orga- 
nize commemorative activities or associations on the part of Austro- 
Hungarian veterans were frowned upon, if not banned outright, by the 
state. 

In the absence of a shared sense of victory, Austro-Hungarian veterans 
were deeply divided over the meaning of the war and the best way to come 
to terms with their wartime sacrifice. The fact that Austria-Hungary, the 
state for which they had supposedly fought, was now gone, contributed 
to this sense of disorientation. The Austro-Hungarian mobilization 
had radically transformed relations between individuals, especially those 
from the peasantry, and the state. The demands of waging total war had 
brought the institutions of the state to bear upon Habsburg South Slavs 
in an unprecedented fashion. The effects of the Austro-Hungarian mobi- 
lization continued to reverberate in Yugoslavia, thus, Croat peasants who 
had resisted the organs of the Austro-Hungarian state in the last days 
of the war (especially the call-up to the army) continued such resistance 
after 1918. Their refusal was channelled by Stjepan Radic and the Croat 
Peasant Party into a pacifist, anti-militarist programme directed against 
the Belgrade regime. After 1918, Radic drew provocative parallels 
between Austria-Hungary and Yugoslavia, encouraging Croatian pea- 
sants to resist military conscription and the organs of the new state, 
since the war had taught them the hard lesson that foreign armies and 
foreign monarchs would no longer be tolerated. Elsewhere, in parts of 
Dalmatia and the Slovene lands, the continued Italian threat to territories 
inhabited by South Slavs led to a continued mobilization, as South Slavs 
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swapped Habsburg for Yugoslav uniforms more readily, since they were 
willing to fight on against an ongoing threat. Then there were a small 
number of Austro-Hungarian officers, mainly of Croat descent, whose 
mentalities had been decisively shaped by the conservative, bureaucratic, 
and ‘a-national’ culture of the Austro-Hungarian army’s officer corps. 
As was the case elsewhere in central Europe, such officers gravitated 
towards the political right during the interwar period, and many former 
Austro-Hungarian officers were recruited by Ante Pavelic to serve in his 
‘Ustashe’ paramilitary-terrorist organization and in the armed forces of 
the Independent State of Croatia (NDH) during 1941-1945 (including, 
astonishingly, former officers of Serbian descent) . 

On the other hand, and in spite of their exaltation, there existed a 
tension between veterans of the Serbian army and the national institu- 
tions of the new state, too. Yugoslavia’s parliamentary system during 
the 1920s was from its birth mired in an almost permanent state of crisis. 
Its inability to legislate effectively alienated many former soldiers, who 
expected compensation for their wartime sacrifice in the form of welfare, 
social care, or other such benefits. Politicians and (especially) political 
parties, with their interminable squabbling and horse-trading, were held 
in low regard, often looked upon as forces of division and ‘partisanship’ 
that were damaging to the health of the state. ‘Partisanship’ in this context 
refers to the tradition of political patronage through which political par- 
ties in south-eastern Europe had won and maintained support. It was a 
tradition that continued after the formation of the South Slav state in 
1918, and one that was met with ever louder criticism in the wake of the 
war and the unification. Many veterans of the Serbian army came to 
compare the national politics of Yugoslavia unfavourably with their own 
wartime sacrifice, as if a corrupt and dysfunctional political system was 
the return for their years of hlood and toil; many veterans would go so far 
as to claim that the system of parliamentary politics itself was jeopardizing 
the ‘liberation and unification’ for which they had fought. 

In contrast, the majority of Serbian veterans tended to look upon 
Alexander Karadjordjevic (regent with royal prerogative until 1921, 
king thereafter) as a symbol of national unity. Alexander’s prestige 
amongst veterans was very high indeed: both Alexander and his father 
Peter were potent symbols of Serbia’s struggles and triumphs during 
1912-1918. It was Peter who had ruled Serbia during its ‘golden age’ of 
constitutional government and national revolution; as head of state 
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during Serbia’s victories in the Balkan wars, he was celebrated in 
Yugoslavia as the ‘liberator’ of his peoples. There was in Yugoslav politics 
a powerful militarist factor, one that had been carried over into the South 
Slav state from the pre-war Serbian kingdom. 

The scales tipped ever further in Alexander’s favour during the 1920s, 
since the parliamentary system, which was seriously hobbled from the 
outset, lurched from one crisis to another in the first post-war decade, 
each time losing more and more of its authority to Alexander, who was 
increasingly seen as a potential saviour of national unity, and whose own 
patience for political process was very thin indeed. Alexander was well 
aware of this support, of course, and well aware of the ‘propaganda’ value 
of the veterans of the wars of liberation and unification. During the 
dictatorship years, as we shall see, Alexander gave a prominent role to 
former soldiers of the Serbian army in the dictatorship’s public perfor- 
mances, parades, and so on. Permeating the larger Serbian veterans’ and 
patriotic associations was a certain kind of patriotism, one that whole- 
heartedly supported the state itself and the crown but which did not 
rule out a critical stance towards its civilian leaders and its national 
institutions, especially the parliamentary system. Support for crown and 
country, if not for the politicians that governed it, formed the basis of a 
kind of ‘patriotic statism’ that was one of the defining attitudes of Serbian 
veterans in the years immediately after the end of the war. The state itself 
was inviolate: the sacred return for the wartime sacrifice, but that sacrifice 
entitled Serbian veterans to a kind of guardianship in the interwar period. 
Warriors once, warriors always, the men who had fought for liberation 
and unification were ever ready to defend the country, even, if necessary, 
from its own institutions. 

This, then, is the story told in this book, that of a state formed in the 
rubble of a conflict which pitted its subjects against one another, a state 
whose national institutions were too fragile to carry out the necessary 
work of post-war reconstruction and reconciliation, especially in regard to 
former soldiers of both the Entente and the Central Powers, many of 
whom eventually remobilized against the liberal institutions of the new 
state and in favour of royal dictatorship, and some of whom went back to 
war in 1941. 



The structure of the book 

The book is divided into three parts. Part I, ^Ultima ration regnum: the 
coming of Alexander’s dictatorship’, tells the story of the origins and 
construction of the Serbian culture of victory in Yugoslavia, the limits 
and tensions caused by its prominence, and the collapse of liberal political 
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institutions in the 1920s. Chapter 1 looks at the long-term roots of 
militarism in Serbia; it tells the story of a series of clashes in civil-military 
relations, which culminated in the rigged ‘Salonika Trial’ of 1917, the 
downfall of the powerful militarist association Unification or Death (The 
Black Hand), and the convergence of royal and militarist interests from 
1917 onwards, an important precondition for the authoritarianism of 
King Alexander. Chapter 2 tells the story of the formation of patriotic 
and veterans’ associations during the 1920s; it focuses in large part on 
the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors and National Defence, 
two of the largest patriotic associations in interwar Yugoslavia, which 
pursued the contradictory goals of placing liberation and unification at 
the centre of Yugoslavia’s national culture and reconciling veterans of the 
Serbian army with those of the Austro-Hungarian army. This chapter also 
analyses the shifting loyalties amongst veterans and the army during 
the parliamentary crisis of 1924-1925, a pivotal moment in the passing 
of real political authority from the government and parliament into the 
hands of Alexander. Chapter 3 analyses the ‘medievalization’ of Serbia’s 
war victory in the ‘southern territories’ of Kosovo and Macedonia, lands 
which were newly associated with Serbia after 1918 and which were 
the focus of a nationalization and modernization drive which involved 
many veterans of Serbia’s wars, especially in the programme of internal 
colonization in these parts. It concludes with the killing of Croat deputies 
in the parliament building in 1928 (by a prominent veteran of Serbia’s 
wars of liberation and unification), and the final collapse of liberal politics 
in Yugoslavia. 

Part II, ‘In the shadow of war’, comprises Chapters 4, 5, and 6, and 
shows how Austria-Hungary’s collapse at the end of 1 9 1 8 left a series of 
fragments, or ‘refractions’, through which Austro-Hungarian veterans 
remembered their war and their sacrifice. Quite often, these varied 
fragments were only brought together in the eyes of state officials, bureau- 
crats, and, to a lesser extent, Serbian veterans, who looked upon Austro- 
Hungarian veterans as a single and homogenous group belonging wholly 
to a ‘defeated enemy’. It includes, in Chapter 6, a discussion of disabled 
veterans and South Slav volunteers, two large groups of veterans caught 
in the ‘no man’s land’ between Austro-Hungarian and Serbian veterans, 
belonging fully to neither contingent. Former volunteers and disabled 
veterans also had the most contact with Yugoslavia’s welfare programme: 
volunteers were entitled to plots of land in the state’s programme of 
internal colonization; disabled veterans were entitled to financial and 
material compensation from the state. Both groups were dissatisfied 
with the treatment they received from national institutions, evidence of 
a significant failure in Yugoslavia’s welfare policies. 
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The third and final part, ‘Remobilization’, comprises Chapters 7 and 8, 
and carries the story through the 1 930s and into the civil war, addressing 
the fates of the associations and individuals studied in the previous 
chapters for the time around the beginning of the conflict in 1941 and 
touching on the way the socialists dealt with conflicting wartime legacies 
and memories after 1945. 

The study focuses on two contingents of the wartime generation: 
those who fought in the Serbian army and those who fought in the 
Austro-Hungarian army, and the relations between them. Within these 
two contingents, the study examines the fates of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes; all three of these nations can be found within the ranks of 
both Austro-Hungarian soldiers and those of the Serbian army. But 
there are important stories left to tell of Bosnian Muslim veterans, those 
of the Montenegrin army and those Macedonians who opted to fight 
either in the Serbian or Bulgarian armies during the war years. This 
study, however, has restricted itself to Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes since 
these three nations were considered to be the constituent ‘tribes’ of the 
interwar state; the three groups that would supposedly enjoy a position of 
parity in Yugoslavia (indeed, the state was called the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes until 1929. It will be referred to throughout this 
work as ‘Yugoslavia’, or the ‘South Slav state’). The book thus takes the 
nation- and state-builders of Yugoslavia at their own terms: they sought to 
build a country for these three ‘tribes’, they sought to build a peaceable 
and integrated kingdom which derived strength from the blood sacrifice 
of Serbia’s wars of liberation and unification. They failed; this book is an 
attempt to And an answer as to why they failed. 



Part I 



Ultima ratio regnum\ the coming 
of Alexander’s dictatorship 



1 



All the king’s men 

Civil-military relations in Serbia and Yugoslavia, 
1903-1921 



Introduction 

This chapter charts the evolution of the long-term civil-military conflict 
in Serbia, leading to its resolution in favour of the crown during the war, a 
resolution that in turn created the powerful alliance between the army and 
the crown that marked the national politics of the South Slav state. The 
sinews of civil and military power had been closely entwined in Serbia 
throughout much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: poli- 
tical and military institutions evolved in the national state often in com- 
petition, the one vied for supremacy with the otherj they mutually created 
a precarious balance in domestic power. The war changed this, creating a 
realignment in civil-military relations that brought the army and its 
officers into much closer accord with the crown, a union of real political 
power that would hold throughout the 1 920s and would weigh heavily on 
the liberal political institutions of the South Slav state. This alliance of 
crown and army was the first of two necessary conditions that drastically 
undermined the parliamentary system in the 1920s and allowed for the 
rise of authoritarianism in Yugoslavia towards the end of the decade, a 
process which is the subject of the first section of this book. (The second 
necessary condition was the creation of a large group of war veterans 
hostile to party politics and supportive of the crown as a symbol of 
national unity, analysed in Chapter 2.) 



The origins of militarism in Serbia, 1804-1903 

Serbia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries fulfilled the criteria 
of a ‘nationalizing state’, ^ one whose institutions were committed to 
inculcating people with a sense of national identity and loyalty. On this. 



^ See Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in 
the New Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 79-106. See also 
Diana Mishkova, ‘Modernization and Political Elites in the Balkans before the First 
World War’, Eastern European Politics and Societies, 9/1 (Winter 1995). 
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Serbia adhered to a regional typology: as Mark Biondich has noted, all 
Balkan states before the First World War had in common ‘a commitment 
to the nationalist project, the homogenization of their societies, and the 
ideology of irredenta’.^ In Serbia, as elsewhere in the Balkans, the army 
was the nationalizing institution par excellence, for it was in armed struggle 
that the national revolution found its purest form. The exalted role of the 
Serbian army was to deliver the nation from the purgatory of imperial 
slavery and into national emancipation, via armed struggle. The army 
therefore bore a pronounced messianic streak: its officers were well aware 
of their central role in the nationalizing mission. The task ahead was set 
out by Ilija Garasanin, Serbia’s minister of interior, later prime minister, 
in his secret Nacertanije (‘Outline’, drawn up in 1844, but not widely 
disclosed until much later), a programme that called for the unification of 
all Serbs into one state, creating an enlarged ‘Great Serbia’ whose realiza- 
tion would complete the process of national liberation, which began with 
the ‘First Serbian Uprising’ against the Ottomans in 1804.^ 

In technical terms, the Serbian army’s modernization from the begin- 
ning of the nineteenth century until the outbreak of the First World War 
can be charted using the historian Dimitrije Djordjevic’s four-stage pat- 
tern of development in Balkan armies. Djordjevic’s first stage lasted from 
the end of the eighteenth century until the 1830s, during which Balkan 
peasant uprisings led to the birth of revolutionary armies. In the second 
period, from the 1830s until the 1860s, the process of forming profes- 
sional, standing armies in the Balkans was initiated. This was followed 
by a ‘double standard’ of development in both territorial, popular army 
units and a standing army (1860s-1880s); and finally a period lasting 
from the 1880s until the beginning of the First World War, during which 
Balkan armies were organized, equipped, and trained based on European 
models.^ 

In Serbia, Djordjevic’s first stage began with the first anti-Ottoman 
uprising of 1 804 and continued until the end of the second uprising, in 
1815. Most able-bodied men in Serbia were armed and fought during this 
time, creating a national army of sorts, even if it was an army yet without a 



^ Mark Biondich, The Balkans: Revolution, War, and Political Violence since 1878 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 201 1), 62. 

^ On Garasanin, see David MacKenzie, Ilija Garasanin, Balkan Bismarck (Boulder: Eastern 
European Monographs, 1985); and ‘Serbian Nationalist and Military Organizations and 
the Piedmont Idea, 1844—1914’, Eastern European Quarterly, XVI/3 (September 1982). 

^ Dimitrije Djordjevic, ‘The Role of the Military in the Balkans in the Nineteenth Century’, 
in Ralph Melville and Hans-Jtirgen Schroder (eds.), Der Berliner Kongress von 1878: Die 
Politik der Grossmdchte und die Probleme der Modemisierung in Sudosteuropa in der Zweiten 
Hdlfte des 19. Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1982), 318-319. 
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State. ^ Milos Obrenovic, leader of the second uprising and first Prince of 
Serbia, initiated the second phase of development, establishing a small 
army recruited from across the land and comprising paid soldiers.® 
During Milos’s reign the army barely exceeded 4,000 regular soldiers.^ 
A significant advancement, therefore, was the ‘Law on the Organization 
of the National Army’ of 1861, which created a large popular national 
army to complement the existing standing army (thus ushering in 
Djordjevic’s ‘third period’). The law called on the service of all able- 
bodied Serbs between the ages of 20 and 50 years. By 1883 the Serbs 
had a large standing army in which every Serbian male between the ages 
of 20 and 50 was required to serve for a period of two years. And at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the Serbian army could mobilize 
250,000-300,000 men.® It was this type of army - modernized and 
modelled on European standards of the time - that fought the two 
Balkan wars and the First World War.^ 

The gradual professionalization of the army in Serbia meant the emer- 
gence of a military elite sufficiently well organized to rival the country’s 
political elite.'® To be sure, the ultimate goal ofboth military and political 
elites was to recruit the peasant masses to the Serbian cause and to reclaim 
national lands from the Ottomans and the Habsburgs. But although most 
patriots accepted Garasanin’s project as Serbia’s manifest destiny, how 
and when that project was to be realized was a more contentious matter, 
for the civilian leaders of Serbia could be patient and flexible, they were 
often willing to bend to the expediencies of diplomacy, whereas there was 
ever a significant part of the military elite that was bullish and uncompro- 
mising in its pursuit of the nationalizing mission, and which was ready to 
act decisively if this mission was threatened by either internal or external 
opponents. Many of its officers sought to maintain the momentum of 
Serbia’s national revolution during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, even when the state’s civilian leaders urged caution and expe- 
diency. This kind of ‘institutional extremism’" weakened the civilian 



^ Michael Boro Petrovich, A History of Modem Serbia 1804—1918 (New York, London: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 204. 

® Ibid., 206-208. '' Ibid., 208. 

® Djordjevic, ‘The Role of the Military in the Balkans in the Nineteenth Century’, 324. 

® ‘Vojska’, in Stanoje Stanojevic (ed.), Narodno enciklopedija srpsko-hrvatsko-slovenacka, 
(4 vols.) (Zagreb: Bibliografski zavod, 1925-1929), vol. 4, 1,140. See also 
Draga Vuksanovic-Anic, Stvaranje modeme srpske vojske: francuski uticaj na njeno for- 
miranje (Belgrade: Vojna stamparija, 1993); and Slavica Ratkovic-Kostic, Evropeizacija 
srpske vojske: 1878-1903 (Belgrade: Vojna stamparija, 2007). 

Djordjevic, ‘The Role of the Military in the Balkans in the Nineteenth Century’, 328. 
This term is used by Isabel Hull in the context of the German army from 1870 to 1918. 
See Isabel V. Hull, Absolute Destmetion: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial 
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26 



The coming of Alexander’s dictatorship 



leaders of Serbia, who were unable to fully tame the army and its officers 
in the years before the war. 



The regicides and Serbia’s ‘Golden Age’, 1903-1914 

The military’s proprietary attitude towards national affairs in Serbia was 
sensationally demonstrated at the beginning of the twentieth century. In 
1903 a group of army officers carried out a palace coup in Belgrade that 
deposed the ruling king, Alexander Obrenovic. The immediate trigger 
for the so-called ‘May Coup’ was King Alexander’s marriage to Draga 
Masin, a widow and a woman ‘with a past’.'^ Alexander was also the 
army’s chief of staff, so for the conspirator officers, known as the regicides 
and led by Captain Dragutin Dimitrijevic ‘Apis’, the king’s marriage and 
his behaviour was damaging to the prestige of the army. Alexander and 
Draga paid dearly for provoking the fury of Apis and his fellow conspira- 
tors. The coup was a bloody affair in which both the king and queen were 
killed, their corpses thrown from the balcony of their bedroom (where 
they had eventually been discovered, hiding in a wardrobe) and further 
mutilated by the regicides. 

Aside from the king’s embarrassing marriage, there were other con- 
cerns that underpinned the regicides’ actions and shored up support for 
their action. Throughout the country, Alexander’s autocratic rule was 
becoming increasingly unpopular, especially following his abrogation of 
the country’s constitution and his curtailment of free speech. The May 
Coup was an example of how the army and its officers saw themselves as 
guardians of national life, prepared to remove and replace Serbia’s civilian 
leaders as needed. They were thus acting on behalf of all those in Serbia 
opposed to Alexander’s rule. But they also had their own concerns about 
the abeyance of Serbia’s national revolution under the Obrenovics: by 
the beginning of the twentieth century the Kingdom of Serbia was looking 
less like the ‘Piedmont’ of the South Slavs and more like a vassal of 
the Habsburgs. Obviously, this unambitious foreign policy was at odds 
with the regicides and with the officer corps of the army more generally, 
since they were fully committed to Serbia’s historic role of liberating 
unredeemed lands and peoples in the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian 
empires. Not only was Alexander an embarrassment to the regicides, 
he was also an obstacle on the path towards national revolution. The 
institutional extremism of the Serbian army could tolerate no such 

On the coup, see Wayne S. Vucinich, Serbia between East and West: The Events of 
1903—1908 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1954); and Dragisa Vasic, Devetsto 
treca: prilozi za istoriju Srbije od 8. jula 1900 do 17. januara 1907 (Belgrade: Izdanje i 
stampa stamparije ‘Tucovic’, 1925). 
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obstacles: the regicides had shown clearly and brutally what fate awaited 
those who were indifferent to the national cause. 

The May Coup returned the Serbian crown to the Karadjordjevic 
dynasty, the last switch in a century of rivalry between the Obrenovics 
and the Karadjordjevics. The new king was the exiled claimant Peter 
Karadjordjevic, a figure with liberal credentials (he had translated John 
Stuart Mill’s On Liberty into Serbian) under whom Serbia became a 
constitutional monarchy. The People’s Radical Party (NRS), suppressed 
during Alexander’s reign, came into government and remained the domi- 
nant force in Serbian politics until 1914. Serbia’s new rulers had an 
appetite for aggrandizement that their predecessors lacked. Radical 
party doctrine called for the political and constitutional freedoms suppo- 
sedly enjoyed by Serbians living in Serbia to be extended to all Serbs living 
under foreign rule.^^ It was a policy that assured a deterioration in rela- 
tions between Serbia and its imperial neighbour, Austria-Hungary. 
Indeed, soon after the coup, the Radicals and Peter steered Serbia away 
from Austrian tutelage and towards that of its imperial rival, Russia, a 
fateful realignment that would have consequences not just for Austria- 
Hungary and Serbia but for the whole of Europe. The May Coup had 
caused a seismic shift in Serbia, and the differences between this natio- 
nalizing state on the one hand and the a-national, bureaucratic empire, 
Austria-Hungary, on the other, were now more clearly delineated than 

15 

ever. 

Subsequent generations of Serbians came to see this period, that is, 
from the May Coup until the outbreak of the First World War, as a 
‘golden age’ of functioning democracy, presided over by a liberal mon- 
arch and cut short by Austria-Hungary’s attack in 1914. The perception, 
which has been remarkably persistent, began to be formulated soon after 



The boundaries between the military and civilian politics were in fact blurred throughout 
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1886, directed against Prince Alexander and carried out by senior army officers unhappy 
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1918, for it was during this time that many Serbians, disappointed with 
the failures of Yugoslavia, looked back upon an idealized, almost mythic 
past in which the Serbian state had been united behind a common goal 
and a common sense of purpose, qualities that had been conspicuously 
absent since 1918. Recent Serbian scholarship, however, has gone a long 
way to challenging this perception of a golden age in Serbia’s history, 
showing instead the illiberal structure of political life in the country after 
1903, the violent divisions in its politics, and the continued influence of 
militarism and the regicides in affairs of state.'® For in reality the May 
Coup did not usher in a period of liberal constitutional rule, nor did 
it disperse tensions in the country’s civil-military relations. The new 
national politics in Serbia bore the scars of past conflicts and divisions, 
and during 1903-1917 relations between certain powerful militarist cir- 
cles on the one hand and the government and monarch on the other 
became more strained than ever, culminating in a showdown during the 
First World War that had important repercussions on civil-military rela- 
tions in Yugoslavia after 1918. 

The origins of these resumed tensions lay in the autonomy and the 
power of militarist groups in relation to Serbia’s political leaders. For 
despite benefiting from its consequences, neither the Radicals nor Peter 
had been involved in the May Coup, and when the regicides turned over 
power to the parliament and the new king, they nevertheless maintained 
their autonomy and, potentially, their ability to act against the new 
regime. This autonomy, in fact, was enshrined in Serbia’s new constitu- 
tion of 1903, which acknowledged the regicides as the ‘saviours of the 
nation’ . Moreover, from 1906 onwards, the interests of the regicides were 
continuously represented in government by the Minister of the Army. 
This office was reserved for an officer on the army’s active list; in practice, 
however, it was always occupied by an officer chosen from amongst the 
regicides and their allies. Despite the dramatic changes in political life, the 
militarist influence in Serbian politics remained in place: the watchdogs 
of national life still glowered over national affairs. 

The presence of the regicides in national affairs caused problems for 
Serbia’s new rulers not only at home but also abroad, for the lurid details 
of Alexander’s and Draga’s deaths prompted an international outcry. 
That the regicides continued to exert influence in Serbia was, in the 
eyes of many foreign observers (especially those from Great Britain), an 
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outrage/^ Thus, in an attempt to normalize Serbia’s diplomatic relations 
and to curb the influence of the conspirators, the government retired a 
number of the most prominent regicides from the army. It was a move 
necessarily made with due caution and delicacy, but one which never- 
theless caused resentment amongst the regicides and their supporters. 

Domestic rivalries between civilian and military elites in Serbia did not 
disappear in the years before the outbreak of the First World War. And 
the persistence of these rivalries, along with ever-worsening relations 
between Serbia and Austria-Hungary, especially following the Austro- 
Hungarian annexation of Bosnia in 1908, prompted the regicides 
to create their own association. This was ‘Unification or Death’ (to its 
opponents, the ‘Black Hand’), formed in May 1911. Unification or Death 
was a clandestine organization, which took as inspiration the secret 
German and Italian societies of the nineteenth century (its journal was 
titled Piedmont), societies that had been instrumental in realizing German 
and Italian unification. The leaders of Unification or Death, including, 
of course. Apis, cloaked their society in a mantle of arcane symbols and 
secret underground meetings. According to Wayne Vucinich, the society 
was a ‘powerful and nefarious influence’ in Serbia, increasing the existing 
power of the regicides in the royal court, the parliament, and in the 
various post-1903 governments.^® 

Such was the concern caused by Apis and his allies that Alexander 
Karadjordjevic - King Peter’s son, crown prince from 1909 and holder 
of the royal prerogative from 1914 - began to cultivate a rival militarist 
clique of his own. This was the so-called ‘White Hand’, a loosely organized 
cabal of officers loyal to Alexander and headed by Colonel (later General) 
Petar Zivkovic. The White Hand was Alexander’s bulwark against the 
ever-powerful officers of the Black Hand, a means of securing himself 
should Apis and his cohort decide to act against the Karadjordjevic dynasty 
as they had against Alexander Obrenovic. Although lacking the formal 
organization and constitution of Unification or Death, the White Hand 
exerted a powerful influence of its own: its members were well positioned 
both in the army and in the royal court. Zivkovic was especially close to 
Alexander, and would remain so until the monarch’s death in 1934. 

In fact, militarist societies of various kinds were a mainstay of national 
life in Serbia in the years before the outbreak of the First World War. The 
Austro-Hungarian annexation of Bosnia in 1 908 caused a surge in patrio- 
tic and nationalistic sentiment throughout the Serbian lands. Along 
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with Unification or Death, the annexation prompted the creation of 
societies such as National Defence {Narodna odbrana, formed in 1908), 
a patriotic association committed to protecting Serbian interests in the 
annexed provinces. National Defence’s central committee was located in 
Belgrade, but the society also had around 220 local committees in villages 
and towns throughout Serbia. Its goal was to awaken Serbian resistance to 
the annexation, to recruit volunteers for guerrilla and terrorist actions in 
the annexed lands, and, ultimately, to unify all the Serbs into one state. 



The Chetniks 

There were also guerrilla groups active in the Ottoman Balkans. For years 
groups of Christian bandits had operated in the Ottoman Balkans; known 
to the Ottomans as komitadji, they referred to themselves as Chetniks, a 
name derived from the Serbian word ceta, meaning troop or military 
unit.^° At the beginning of the twentieth century, activists in Serbia, 
hoping to coordinate and strengthen the national character of such ban- 
ditry, had organized a Chetnik ‘executive committee’, based in Belgrade 
but with sub-branches in other parts of Serbia (the largest of which was 
in Vranje), which recruited young men into the cete and organized 
their activities in the south. Soon, the Serbian government was giving 
financial and material support to these groups. The Chetniks tended to 
enjoy better relations with the civilian government in Belgrade than did 
National Defence and Unification or Death. This was because the 
annexation of Bosnia had also caused a shift in Serbia’s foreign policy 
aims. Whilst the eventual incorporation of Serb-populated Habsburg 
lands into Serbia remained a long-term goal, the immediate realization 
of that goal seemed impossible. It was now expedient for Serbia’s civilian 
leaders to redirect nationalist energies southwards, towards the more 
tangible Ottoman lands, since Ottoman control in the Balkans at this 
time was far weaker than Habsburg control in Bosnia, and looked as if it 
would weaken only further. Expediency sometimes dictated that official 
Serbia distance itself from such guerrilla groups; nevertheless, the Serbian 
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State shared the committee’s interest in turning desultory acts of banditry 
into more concerted anti-imperial guerrilla action, and the Chetniks 
came to serve as an auxiliary of the Serbian state’s nationalization drive 
in the Ottoman Balkans. 

The battles fought by the Chetniks in the Ottoman Balkans were as 
much between rival Orthodox Christian nationalizing states and their 
activists as they were between those states and the Ottoman empire. 
The ‘Millet’ system, which divided non-Muslim subjects into broad 
confessional categories, was not a good foundation for building a sense 
of national identity amongst Christian Slavs in the Ottoman Balkans. 
The unfixed state of identities in these parts meant that the Serbian 
nationalist project met with fierce competition from Greek and (espe- 
cially) Bulgarian rivals. It also meant that the battles were both cultural 
and military, for if Serbia was to redeem the Ottoman Balkans, it was 
necessary not only to wield violence against its rivals, but also to inculcate 
its Orthodox Christian population with a sense of Serbian national 
identity. Nationalist propaganda, humanitarian and cultural societies, 
churches, and schools, all of these things could contribute towards turn- 
ing Ottomans fully into Serbians. 

In these regions, modernization and nationalization were inseparable. 
Thus, the Chetniks’ cause attracted intellectuals and ‘national workers’ 
whose goals extended beyond mere plunder, and even beyond military 
supremacy. In the post- 1903 period, the Chetniks sought to fully 
nationalize — or rather Serbianize - the territory on which they operated. 
This certainly involved terrorizing the non-Serb population through vio- 
lence and intimidation, but it also meant the dissemination of nationalist 
propaganda (in churches and schools, for example) and the promotion 
of Serbian institutions in Ottoman territory. The intention was not only 
to prise these regions away from the Ottomans, but also to stake a 
permanent Serbian claim on them through the promotion - even 
creation - of a national culture. It is no coincidence that a number of 
prominent Chetniks were, or later became, schoolteachers (Jovan 
Stojkovic ‘Babunski’), journalists (Steven Simic and Stanislav Krakov), 
and parliamentary deputies (Vasilije Trbic and Punisa Racic). These men 
were ‘national workers’ in the broader sense of the term, and their 
programme of nationalization, officially sanctioned and supported by 
soldiers and veterans, would continue after 1918. 
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Civil-military relations, 1912-1914 

Serbia’s successful mobilization and her victories in the first and second 
Balkan wars (1912-1913) are a testament to the achievements this small 
state had made towards modernization and nationalization during the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1912 the Serbian army was 
largely a peasant force headed by an ‘elite’ officer corps, but its organiza- 
tion was modem, and the state successfully mobilized over 400,000 
soldiers (from a population of 2,945,950).^^ The Serbian army was 
well organized, well equipped, and familiar with the cutting edge of 
military sciences. 

The swift victories of the Balkan Alliance (Serbia, Montenegro, Bulgaria, 
and Greece) against the Ottoman army soon raised the question of who, 
now that the Ottomans had been defeated and largely expelled from the 
region, was entitled to their lands in the Balkans. Bulgaria’s disastrous 
attack on its former allies in summer 1913 over claims in Macedonia and 
Thrace can be seen in the context of its rivalry with other Balkan states, 
including Serbia, over the Ottoman Balkans; a rivalry that dated back to 
before the beginning of the twentieth century. Serbia’s victories during 
1912-1913 led to the ‘liberation’ of unredeemed lands from the Ottomans 
(in the first war) and then the successful defence of Serbia’s maximalist 
territorial demands against Bulgaria (in the second war) . 

The Chetniks played an active role in the fighting and its violent after- 
math. According to many observers, the Chetniks, who served alongside 
the Serbian army during the war years, outdid the regular army in their 
bmtality. During 1912-1918, the Serbian army and its Chetnik auxili- 
aries carried out the nationalization programme in large part through 
violence and terror, but also by destroying traces of culture in the region: 
non-Serb schools, churches, and cultural institutions, and raising in their 
place their own schools, churches, and culture. It was precisely 
what Alan Kramer has called the ‘dynamic of destruction’, that is, the 
destruction of a foreign culture as ‘both a by-product of combat and the 
consequence of a deliberate policy’. 

Serbia’s military successes were a cause for celebration, both at the time 
and in the coming years. The military victories against the Ottomans 
supposedly marked the end of centuries of national slavery, the final 
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Stage of national emancipation that had begun with the First Serbian 
Uprising of 1804. Zivojin Misic, a colonel on the eve of the first Balkan 
war, promoted to general for his role in the Serbian army’s victory at 
Kumanovo in October 1912, pointed to the successful military mobiliza- 
tion of 1912 as evidence of a general, national enthusiasm for war: ‘In 
the whole of our nation, particularly in the army, there prevailed a great 
spirit {veliko raspolozenje] for this war. Nobody doubted its successful 
outcome.’^® Natalija Zrnic, a Serbian woman living in Vranje, wrote in 
her diary of the euphoria there when Skopje fell to the Serbian army in 
October 1912: 

We ran out on the street [. . .] Then the Royal Guard started playing near the 
monument [. . .] Everybody was running towards the monument happy and 
excited. The band first played the Serbian national anthem, then Hej Sloveni, 
followed by the Bulgarian, Russian, and Montenegrin anthems. 

Patriotic euphoria prevailed amongst Serbia’s cultural elite, too. The 
author Isidora Sekulic claimed that the victories of 1912 and 1913 
meant that Serbians were no longer mired in a ‘slave mentality’ and that 
the Serbian nation had at last been resurrected.^® 

The celebrations were real enough; however, the story of Serbia’s unity 
and euphoria during the Balkan wars underwent a process of mythologi- 
zation in the interwar period. As Jeff Verhey has noted in his study of 
popular perceptions at the time of the outbreak of the First World War in 
Germany, the myth that the nation greeted the war with enthusiasm 
became a potent unifying and mobilizing symbol when wielded by the 
National Socialists.^® Similarly, the myth of a unified Serbian nation 
triumphantly rising up as one against the Ottomans became a rallying 
point for Serbians. It was the same process of reworking the past that 
had led to the period 1903-1914 being termed a golden age, and in 
interwar Yugoslavia it was a response to an increasing sense of Serbian 
dissatisfaction with their position in the South Slav state. 

The brilliance of the golden age obscured the darker aspects of national 
politics during 1912-1914, for in reality the architects of Serbia’s victories 
were far from unified: there were deep inter- and intra-party divisions 
within Serbia’s political classes, and deep divisions between those classes 
and certain sections of the army. These latter divisions were all too visible 
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during 1913-1914 when a struggle for mastery in the newly won terri- 
tories broke out between the army and the government. It was a conflict 
that went straight to the crux of civil-military relations in Serbia, threa- 
tening to topple the king and his government. At its centre was the 
question of whether the regions won by Serbia in the Balkan wars should 
have a civil or a military administration. 

In the immediate aftermath of the fighting, Serbian army officers 
enjoyed priority in the newly associated territories. But this situation 
changed in April 1913, when Interior Minister Stojan Protic issued a 
decree that called for the establishment of an interim civil administration, 
effectively ‘demilitarizing’ authority in the regions and passing it into the 
hands of the civilian government. It was a move that brought the 
regicides, including Apis, back into the heart of Serbia’s domestic politics. 
For many of the regicides, retired following the May Coup, were now 
back on the army’s active list, having served during the Balkan wars. They 
were once again ready to assert themselves in Serbia’s politics, standing 
their ground over the matter of civilian or military control in the new 
territories, violently denouncing Protic’s decision in the pages of their 
journal, and strategically allying themselves with politicians who opposed 
the Radical government. Once again. Apis cast a long shadow over 
Serbia’s domestic affairs: he and other Black Handers were fearful that 
their prominence was to be taken away from them. It looked too much like 
a reprisal of the drama following the May Coup, when Serbia’s politicians 
tried to sideline Apis and his co-conspirators in the army in favour of 
civilian authority. And no doubt the ghosts of 1903 haunted all sides, for 
just as the leaders of Unification or Death feared that the government was 
once again denying them a central role in the nationalizing mission, so 
civilian leaders looked back nervously at the fate of Alexander Obrenovic 
(indeed, the society’s journal needled Protic by claiming he ‘saw praetor- 
ians in his sleep’^^) . The civil-military tug of war was just as fierce now as 
it ever had been; at stake was far more than just the administration of 
Serbia’s new territories: the outcome of the conflict between Unification 
or Death and the government would go some way to deciding who really 
controlled the Serbian state. 

As of May 1914, the civil-military struggle had assumed greater dimen- 
sions and had shifted into the sphere of democratic politics. This was 
partly because Apis and his officer supporters had courted (or perhaps 
were courted by) opposition figures who hoped to use the question of 
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administration in the south to bring down the Radical government of 
Nikola Pasic. Pasic, for his part, had enlisted the support of Crown 
Prince Alexander Karadjordjevic, a more powerful ally than the ailing 
King Peter who, in any case, passed on the royal prerogative to Alexander 
in June 1914. Pasic, who only had a slim majority in the Serbian govern- 
ment, was practically forced to call a general election, steadfastly refusing 
to rescind Protic’s decree on the interim administration and hoping that 
the post-election cards would fall in his favour. Had the elections taken 
place, the question of civil or military administration of the new territories 
would have been central to the electoral campaigns of all parties. 

In the event, domestic rivalries and factional fighting were thrust aside 
by a new war, one whose dimensions would eclipse anything the Serbian 
state and army had experienced before. We have seen how the Serbian 
state’s change of dynasty and its new foreign alignments after 1903 caused 
concern in Vienna. After the May Coup, antagonisms between Austria- 
Hungary and Serbia had flared up repeatedly: the two states fought a 
tariff war between 1906 and 1911, known as the ‘Pig War’, the annexa- 
tion of Bosnia in 1908 inflamed nationalist circles in Serbia and Bosnia, 
and in 1909 members of the Croat-Serb Coalition in the Croatian Sabor 
(Assembly) were accused of spying for Serbia in two sensational trials: the 
‘Zagreb High Treason Trial’ and the ‘Friedjung Trial’. The Balkan wars 
had raised these stakes considerably, changing Vienna’s existing concerns 
into outright alarm. 

Serbia’s spectacular military successes and her territorial aggrandize- 
ment also convinced a number of Habsburg South Slav youths, mainly 
students of the monarchy’s universities and gymnasia, that Serbia 
could and should liberate them from imperial rule.^^ Even before the 
conflicts in the Ottoman Balkans, the youth movement - in reality only a 
small section of the Habsburg South Slav educated elite, which was itself 
a tiny section of the population - had come to the attention of nationalist 
associations in Serbia. In April 1912, Croat students of Zagreb University 
had visited Belgrade, where they were courted by prominent Black 
Handers, including Apis, Vojislav Tankosic, and Piedmont editor Ljuba 
Jovanovic ‘Cupa’.^^ According to the Croat publicist Josip Horvat, the 
students knew little about whom they were associating with, as the 
Serbian officers ‘chatted with them amicably, as if they were amongst 
peers’. 
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The majority of them [students] certainly did not know that these people were 
the ringleaders of the group of so-called conspirators of 1903 who got rid of the 
Obrenovic dynasty. Still fewer could have known that those conspirators were in a 
latent conflict with the Serbian government and dynasty, who loved them not, but 
who feared them.^'®’ 

The years and months before the outbreak of the First World War were 
marked by a series of terrorist attacks and attentats on Habsburg offi- 
cials,^^ and it was in this context of sporadic anti-Habsburg terrorism and 
support for unification with Serbia that Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian-Serb 
schoolboy and a member of a revolutionary youth group that would later 
become known as ‘Young Bosnia’, succeeded in assassinating the heir to 
the Habsburg throne. Archduke Franz Ferdinand (along with his wife, 
Sophie Chotek) . Princip and his group had been armed by officers asso- 
ciated with Unification or Death, who had also arranged for their passage 
over the border between Serbia and Bosnia. 

Once again, militarist groups were pushing harder towards unification 
than their civilian counterparts, for the Radical government of Nikola 
Basic, in the middle of a closely fought election campaign, was caught 
largely off guard by the events in Sarajevo and the subsequent Austro- 
Hungarian ultimatum. This, of course, was a moot point for Austria- 
Hungary, whose leaders - and especially its military leaders - had been at 
odds with Serbia since 1903, and had been on a collision course with 
the state since its victories in the Balkan wars.^® The assassination of 
Franz Ferdinand was the casus belli of the Habsburg-Serbian war, but 
Austria-Hungary’s underlying aim was to confront and defeat an ascen- 
dant enemy. 



World war 

Initially, at least, the Serbian army fared well against Austria-Hungary on 
the battlefield,^^ scoring the first Allied victory of the First World War at 
Mount Cer, in August 1914, and repulsing Austro-Hungarian attacks 
across the rivers Drina (September) and Kolubara (November). These 
early successes were unexpected by many, not least Austria-Hungary, 
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whose military leaders had hoped for a quick, morale-boosting military 
victory in the Balkans. But the Serbian army, which had remained mobi- 
lized since the end of the Balkan wars, and by July 1914 had 500,000 men 
at its disposal, was a modern military force and a tried and tested instru- 
ment of war. Its highest-ranking officers such as Radomir Putnik, Stepa 
Stepanovic, and Zivojin Misic were experienced veterans who had served 
with distinction in Serbia’s past wars. Moreover, Austro-Hungarian units 
were badly organized in the Balkan theatre, and the army’s commanders 
had seriously miscalculated the manpower needed for a successful cam- 
paign in Serbia. It was not until October 1915 that a combined force of 
Austro-Hungarian, German, and Bulgarian armies defeated the Serbian 
army and overran Serbia. By this time, the efforts of ‘gallant little Serbia’ 
were being hailed throughout Allied propaganda. 

Following the defeat, Serbia’s military and political leaders decided to 
retreat across Albania to the coast. Fighting on in the circumstances was 
impossible, whereas outright surrender to Austria-Hungary would have 
meant the possible reduction of Serbia to the status of a ‘vassal’ within 
the empire. Austria-Hungary wanted to take Serbia back to its pre-1903 
self, divesting it of its revolutionary and expansionist drives so that it 
would no longer serve as an example to anti-imperial Habsburg South 
Slavs and no longer pose a threat to Austria-Hungary itself. Obviously, 
this vision of a tamed Serbia was unacceptable to both military and 
political elites. The army’s raison d’etre was national emancipation, 
and had been so since its formation. Serbia had already shown its unwill- 
ingness to concede any of the gains it had made towards national eman- 
cipation: its leaders’ refusal to relinquish the territories won during 
1912-1913 to Bulgaria, despite Allied pressure, had resulted in Bulgaria 
entering the war on the side of the Central Powers. Keeping the nationa- 
lizing state’s institutions intact came at a heavy human cost, however: 
the Serbian army and its wartime government were accompanied by a 
trail of refugees across Albania in the winter of 1915. Disease and starva- 
tion claimed many lives, and the Serbian trail was attacked en route by 
Albanian bandits. The episode, perhaps the most harrowing of Serbia’s 
war,^® would be remembered as the ‘Serbian Golgotha’ after 1918, 
a sacred sacrifice that was followed by the national ‘resurrection’ of 
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Serbia’s victory at the end of the war. At the coast at Durres, Allied ships 
took the remnants of this trail to Corfu, where numbers were further 
depleted due to disease and lack of sanitation. The Serbian army was now 
reorganized by General Peter Bojovic and eventually transported to the 
front at Salonika (April 1916).^° 

The circumstances of the war gave the Serbian crown and the govern- 
ment an opportunity to force a reckoning with Apis and his allies. As we 
have seen, serious rivalries between civilian and military leaders had been 
present in Serbia since the May Coup and had flared up repeatedly during 
1903-1914, most recently and most seriously during the controversy 
over administration of the newly associated territories. For Nikola Pasic, 
head of the wartime government, the war had created the opportune 
moment to act decisively against the influence of Apis in national affairs. 
The exigencies of conflict would justify extreme measures against ‘trai- 
tors’, allowing Pasic to move against Apis unencumbered by due process. 
Moreover, the fighting thus far had seriously depleted Unification or 
Death’s numbers. There would never be a better time to settle scores 
with Apis. 

Thus, in 1917 the government of Nikola Pasic, allied with Alexander 
Karadjordjevic, fabricated charges of high treason against the leadership 
of Unification or Death, claiming that it had conspired to assassinate 
the regent. The charges were false: the trial was staged to remove the 
society’s leadership with the intention of ending the group’s ability to act 
independently and as a rival to the government and to the crown. The 
trial was not without its risks, since there were powerful figures asso- 
ciated with Unification or Death, either as members or as supporters of 
Apis. But by temporarily putting aside his antipathy to Alexander, Pasic 
could count on the support of the regent’s own ‘White Hand’ clique of 
well-placed and high-ranking army officers, some of whom testified 
against Apis during the trial. Of course, it was no less in Alexander’s 
interests to sever the Black Hand, since the group’s autonomy also 
impinged upon the king’s power. Whatever emerged of Serbia after 
the war, there were to be no more independent military cliques working 
against civilian leaders and directing the course of the country’s foreign 
and domestic affairs. The leadership of Unification or Death was found 
guilty of plotting to kill Alexander. Eight death sentences were passed, 
although only three were ultimately carried out. A number of other 
‘Black Handers’ were given prison sentences, and a further fifty-nine 
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officers who were thought to be associated with the group were pen- 
sioned off.^^ 

Apis’ war ended on the morning of 26 June 1917, when he and two of 
his co-defendants, Ljubomir Vulovic and Rade Malobabic, were executed 
by firing squad. It was a decisive victory for the Serbian crown and 
government, one from which Unification or Death would not recover. 
In the interwar period, the treatment of Apis at the hands of Alexander 
and Pasic became something of a cause celebre'. there were calls in some 
quarters for his exoneration from the charges of high treason; calls 
which were eventually answered much later, in socialist Yugoslavia. 
Moreover, Black Handers and prominent supporters of Apis were still 
around in the interwar period. They included Stepa Stepanovic, the 
commander who masterminded some of Serbia’s impressive early vic- 
tories against Austria-Hungary. In the 1920s, Stepanovic became presi- 
dent of the influential nationalist and patriotic association. National 
Defence, a group whose members were divided between Black and 
White Hands, as we shall see. A number of Apis’ supporters gravitated 
towards the small Serbian Republican party, since they remained hostile 
to Alexander for the role he played at the Salonika Trial. Slobodan 
Jovanovic, a constitutional expert and professor at the University of 
Belgrade, was also linked to Unification or Death. Nevertheless, what 
remained of the Black Hand was pallid indeed when compared to the pre- 
war organization of Apis; it was clear that the association had suffered a 
death blow at Salonika: gone were the days when its members could 
dictate national affairs; gone were the days when Apis and his allies 
could loom over the country’s civilian leaders. The militarist factor had 
shifted elsewhere after 1918. 



The birth of Yugoslavia 

It was alongside the French Army of the East that the Serbian army and 
government returned home in September 1918, knocking Bulgaria out of 
the war and going on to fill the power vacuum created by the disintegra- 
tion of Austro-Hungarian authority in the South Slav lands. By this time, 
the war took a great toll on Serbia. Jozo Tomasevich, in his work on the 
social history of the South Slav lands, gave a figure of 750,000 (approx- 
imate) for all Serbia’s war dead. Of those, 300,000 were soldiers (that is. 
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40 per cent of mobilized men) and 450,000 were civilians. Losses for the 
Balkan wars and for Serbia’s ally Montenegro brought his figure up to 
about 800,000.^^ Not all Serbian casualties were due to enemy action: 
hunger, disease, and poor sanitation had taken a great toll, especially 
during the retreat across Albania,^^ claiming both civilian and military 
lives during the war. The ratio of civilian to military casualties in Serbia 
during 1914-1918 was much higher than, say, those of its allies in the 
west. Great Britain and France, in part a consequence of the privations 
of Austro-Hungarian and Bulgarian occupations and of disease. 

The tragedy of the war years was reflected in art and culture. Serbian 
patriotic poetry, ever more prominent in Serbia before and during 
the Balkan wars, became coloured by the tragedy of 1914-1918. 
Representative was the work of Milutin Bojic, a young Serbian soldier 
who died during the war. Bojic memorably described the water around 
the hospital island of Vido, next to Corfu, as the Blue Tomb: the final 
resting place of wounded or sick Serbian soldiers who were beyond 
saving. For many, however, Dusan Vasiljev’s The Man Who Sings after 
War was the quintessential war poem. Published in 1920, it began ‘I’ve 
waded knee-deep in blood/and I have no more dreams/My sister has sold 
herself/and they have cut my mother’s grey hair.’^® Added to this human 
cost was a material one: Serbia had been on the frontline during 
1914-1915, and again in 1918; its towns had been damaged during the 
fighting, fighting that had visibly scarred many of them. In the capital 
Belgrade, Austro-Hungarian bombardment had destroyed a number of 
the city’s landmarks, including the National Theatre and the National 
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Museum. Dusan Trifunovic, a veteran of the Balkan wars and the First 
World War, writing in 1921 about the cost of war in Serbia, noted that his 
country’s losses were unmatched amongst all belligerent states of the war: 
‘The Serbian nation gave all that it could, it gave more than any other 
nation, it gave over all expectations and over all estimates.’^® 

Even Serbia’s victory did not mean the end of the conflict. Despite the 
defeat of the Central Powers in 1918, flghting in the South Slav lands did 
not end as abruptly as it had on the Western Front. Forces loyal to the 
South Slav state met with significant resistance from various quarters long 
after the Central Powers had surrendered. Bulgaria’s defeat in September 
1918 meant that the Serbians could reclaim those territories gained in 
the Balkan wars of 1912-1913 but lost in 1915: most of the formerly 
Ottoman vilayets of Salonika, Monastir, and Kosovo, which were to be 
incorporated into Yugoslavia as ‘Old Serbia’ (Kosovo) and ‘South Serbia’ 
(Macedonia). Violence persisted in these lands after 1918 as Albanian 
Kagaks and the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization 
(IMRO) waged a guerrilla war in these regions well into the 1920s."*'® 
There was resistance also in Montenegro, Serbia’s wartime ally. The 
population of this tiny soon-to-be-former kingdom was divided over 
the terms of unification with Serbia. The conflict was between the 
Montenegrin ‘Whites’ who favoured an unconditional unification with 
Serbia, one in which Montenegro’s pre-war state institutions would be 
subsumed into those of its larger neighbour; and the ‘Greens’, who sought 
a unification that preserved some of Montenegro’s pre-war political and 
state traditions. The Montenegrin ‘Greens’ lost the battle over unifica- 
tion in the political sphere but continued to fight on the ground, waging a 
war of varying intensity until late 1924.®* 

When Serbia and Montenegro unified with the former Habsburg 
South Slav lands in December 1918, the Serbian army faced the task 
of restoring order in these regions. Austria-Hungary’s deteriorating 
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authority over the course of 1 9 1 8 and its final collapse at the end of the 
war had created a situation of near lawlessness in parts of the Croat lands. 
Groups of military deserters and ‘returnees’ from revolutionary Russia 
had joined forces with local peasants to create armed squads, so-called 
‘Green Cadres’, that attacked large landowners, tax offices, and other 
vestiges of the Habsburg ancien regime.^^ There were also violent disputes 
on the Austro-Slovenian border in Carinthia over the location of the 
border between the Austrian and South Slav states; and there were further 
border disputes with Hungary (over Medjimurje), Romania (over the 
Banat), and, most threateningly of all, with Italy (over Dalmatia). 



The creation of a Yugoslav army 

Because of the persistence of such security problems, the number of 
South Slavs under arms grew after 1918, as the Serbian army joined 
with the Montenegrin army and with the remnants of the Austro- 
Hungarian army’s South Slav contingent to form the army of the new 
state. There were 145,225 soldiers in the Serbian army at the end of 
the war. Transformed and depleted by its years of fighting, this force 
still dwarfed the other tributaries of what would become the Yugoslav 
army. The National Council of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs, the assembly 
of Habsburg South Slavs, based in Zagreb, which had severed ties with 
Austria-Hungary and agreed to make union with Serbia and Montenegro, 
commanded an ad hoc military force of former Austro-Hungarian officers 
and soldiers, as well as some volunteers, which amounted to about 1 5,000 
men.^^ As the Serbian army made the transition into the Yugoslav army in 
the months after the end of the war, it incorporated into its ranks soldiers 
of these forces, but many more South Slavs were mobilized soon after 
1918, as a response to the state’s grave security concerns. The army 
expanded month by month during the first half of 1919; by July, at its 
peak, the army of the new state was almost 450,000 strong. The figure 
was reduced in the following months and years, as the political and 
military situation in the region became, if not exactly stable, then at 
least less volatile than what it was in the immediate post-war period. 
Demobilization of the wartime force took place within the first months 
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of 1920, and it was in these months that veterans of Serbia’s wars 
were finally released from the active list.^^ In August 1923, a law on the 
‘Structure of the Army’ established the size and organization of the ‘Army 
of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’. According to this law, 
the army would comprise 1 10,000 soldiers in active service, and an officer 
corps of 6,500.^® 

Like Yugoslavia’s other new national institutions, the army’s task was 
to draw Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, the state’s ‘tri-nominal people’, 
together. Thus, the state’s military and political leaders were at pains to 
depict this army as an institution in which Yugoslavia’s three constituent 
tribes could serve as equals. This was understandable, since so much was 
at stake in making the army a viable institution: a truly integrated force 
that had the support of South Slavs throughout the country could serve as 
a much-needed centripetal force in the new state, like the role the Serbian 
army of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had played in the 
nationalization of the Serbian people. The Yugoslav army could instil 
the new state’s subjects with a sense of patriotism and loyalty, but an 
un-integrated army would likely alienate people from the new state. The 
matter needed to be addressed immediately, for whilst state institutions 
such as the parliament or the national welfare programme might be 
allowed to ‘yugoslavize’ over time, an integrated and operational army 
was needed straight away to confront the state’s myriad security pro- 
blems. Thus, soldiers and officers needed to understand the important 
function of the army as the protector of the interests of all South Slavs in 
the new state. 

The army’s Yugoslav credentials were repeatedly emphasized: an arti- 
cle in the journal Ratnik {Warrior), published by the Army’s General Staff 
in Belgrade, explained that in a state comprising three tribes (no mention 
was made of the state’s other ethnic groups) creating a sense of unity 
was the army’s ‘special role’; fraternity and camaraderie in the barracks 
would soothe fears of the ‘hegemony’ of one tribe over another. ‘In short, 
our army must be strong, and besides this it must be a school for an 
education in the spirit of national oneness [narodno jedinstvo].’ The 
officer corps was especially important, since it was ‘the vanguard of our 
national unity’. 

They were also men who had, until very recently, been mobilized in 
opposition to one another, since there were still thousands of veterans of 
the wartime Austro-Hungarian, Serbian, and Montenegrin armies in 
active service in the Yugoslav army in the years after the end of the war. 
This, of course, was not exclusively a Yugoslav problem: throughout the 
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region, similar concerns faced the political and military leaders of the 
successor states of Austria-Hungary, whose national armies needed to 
be forged from the remnants of defunct imperial institutions.^® In 
Yugoslavia, new wine was poured into old Serbian skins, for the institu- 
tional and organizational structure of the Yugoslav army was derived 
almost entirely from the pre-war Serbian army. This had been the case 
since unification in December 1918: the proto-Yugoslav force formed of 
the Serbian army, the Montenegrin army, and the National Council’s 
military guard was less of a composite force than it was an enlargement of 
the Serbian army; new units were modelled on those of the pre-1918 
Serbian army. It could hardly have been different, given the relative sizes 
of the forces in question. This military fait accompli was passed into law 
in 1923, when the law on the ‘Structure of the Army’ confirmed that the 
Yugoslav army’s framework was to be based on that of the army of the 
Kingdom of Serbia. 

Along with its organizational structure, the Yugoslav army inherited 
the Serbian army’s ethos of national revolution. If the new army was to be 
animated by morale, it was a morale based in large part on the Serbian 
army’s traditions and military successes. Its Serbian-dominated officer 
corps valorised the Serbian state and army’s anti-imperial struggle, waged 
for over one hundred years, culminating in Serbia’s wars for ‘liberation 
and unification’. As an article in Ratnik put it, the morale of the Yugoslav 
army should be derived from that of the pre-war Serbian army and state, 
forged in the hardships of the nineteenth century and the wars of libera- 
tion and unification during 1912-1918.^® Even allowing for the intake of 
former Habsburg officers and soldiers, it was to be remembered that the 
Yugoslav army, and indeed Yugoslavia itself, owed its existence to the 
victory of the Serbian army during war. 



The army and national politics 

With the intention of ‘de-politicizing’ the army, Yugoslavia’s leaders 
decided in 1920 not to extend voting rights to soldiers and officers on 
the army’s active list. The revolution in Russia had vividly shown the 
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ability of politicized soldiers’ and officers’ councils to undermine a state’s 
control of its armed forces^ such concerns were all the more urgent due to 
so many Habsburg South Slav soldiers returning from Russian captivity 
with an apparently revolutionary agenda. More generally, disenfranchise- 
ment would keep soldiers out of the reach of all political parties, not just 
those of a revolutionary hue. The army was to be an apolitical instrument, 
standing aloof from the country’s parliamentary parties, which, in turn, 
would not be tempted to court the military vote. Just as in Serbia before 
1914, the post of the Minister of the Army (now the Minister of the 
Army and Navy) was given not to a politician but to an officer on the 
active list, so that the country’s armed forces would be continuously 
represented in government by a non-party figure. The intention was to 
mark out a permanent and un-crossable border separating the army from 
national politics, and the country’s military leaders from its politicians. 

If the logic behind this decision was sound, its spirit was undermined by 
the close convergence of the military and the crown, or, more precisely, 
between the army and Alexander. For as we have seen, in settling scores 
with Apis and his supporters, Alexander had turned to his own familiars 
within the army: the pro-dynasty clique formed by Alexander’s friend 
and ally. General Petar Zivkovic, the so-called ‘White Hand’. And the 
White Hand lingered on after 1918, for Zivkovic was as close as ever to 
Alexander, heading the royal guard and remaining something of an 
eminence grise in military affairs. The relationship, which was both political 
and personal, was the subject of much gossip and innuendo in the press. 
Speculation as to exactly how influential the White Hand was on national 
and military affairs was frequent, and not always substantiated. 
According to Mile Bjelajac, ‘it was sufficient “evidence” that someone 
be appointed to high office to proclaim them a “White Hander’”.®° And 
yet it does seem that in order to progress to the highest echelons of the 
army, it helped to have very specific loyalties: in the 1 920s, the Minister of 
the Army and Navy, supposedly untouched by politics, tended to be one 
of the king’s men: ministers Branko Jovanovic, Milos Vasic, Petar Pesic, 
Dusan Trifunovic, Stevan Hadzic, and Milivoje Zecevic were either 
members of the White Hand or were closely connected to the group. 
Furthermore, at the beginning of 1923 Alexander apparently strength- 
ened his ties with the army with a spate of promotions that raised seven- 
teen colonels, many of them ‘White Handers’, to generals. These were the 
first soldiers to be promoted to this rank since the end of the war; yet in 
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many cases their records were not distinguished^ indeed, it seemed their 
only distinguishing feature was their loyalty to the palace.®* 

The king was ensuring that his own hand was inside the military 
gauntlet. In this sense, standing aloof from party politics was not exactly 
the same thing as being non-political. Before and during the war, the 
White Hand had given Alexander leverage over the influential Apis, help- 
ing him and Nikola Basic’s government to defeat the Black Hand at 
Salonika, 1917. As we have seen, a kind of precarious and ever-shifting 
balance had existed between militarist groups, national politics, and the 
crown in pre-1914 Serbia. But the showdown with Apis, then the purging 
of Black Handers from the army along with the promotion of White 
Handers, had decisively shifted the balance in Alexander’s favour; after 
1918, only the king’s men would be prominently placed in the army; 
in the words of Ivo Banac, the White Hand became ‘all powerful in the 
Serbian armed forces, its determination to stamp out “internal enemies” 
hypertrophied after the unification’.®^ As we shall see, a decade of poli- 
tical crises consolidated ties between Alexander and the army; both 
parties came to look upon national politics as their common problem. 
The king would learn that he could rely on the army’s support in any 
potential domestic crisis. Moreover, both the king and the army were 
‘above’ party factionalism, meaning that elected governments would have 
difficulty restraining their combined authority. Nor was the government 
in a position to separate Alexander from his soldiers, since the military 
was supposedly impervious to party politics: its soldiers did not vote; its 
generals had no political affiliation. It was an ominous new alignment. 



Saint Vitus’ Day 

The first ‘Yugoslav’ constitution was passed on 28 June 1921, Saint Vitus’ 
Day. Its passing was a victory for those forces in Yugoslavia that called 
for the centralization of all meaningful state power in the Serbian 
capital Belgrade, for this was the tenor of the so-called ‘Vidovdan 
Constitution’.®^ Consensus over its terms was absent from the beginning: 
the Vidovdan Constitution was born without the blessing of a large 
section of the Constituent Assembly responsible for its drafting. The 
war, and the circumstances of its ending, had brought the question of 
South Slav unification to a head, suddenly and urgently. The matters 
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which the Constituent Assembly were called upon to settle in the space 
of a few months were heavily freighted with past disputes and debates. 
The question of South Slav integration had been variously posed by 
cultural and political elites throughout the nineteenth century. Now, 
with the unexpected collapse of Austria-Hungary and the victory of the 
Serbian army, these questions demanded an immediate answer, but 
the different ideas over how the state should be constituted were too 
far removed from one another to be mediated and contained by the 
Constituent Assembly itself. 

The centralization of political power seemed like the fulfilment of 
Serbian ‘liberation and unification’ of all South Slavs, promising as it 
did the expansion of Serbian state institutions into ‘liberated’ Habsburg 
lands, thus realizing their ‘unification’ in one state. Moreover, this 
arrangement could satisfy both of the two largest Serbian political pro- 
grammes after 1918: unitary Yugoslavism and the ‘Great Serbia’ idea.®^ 
Depending on one’s outlook, the Vidovdan Constitution could be seen as 
the means through which Serbia would fulfil its historic mission as the 
Piedmont of South Slav integration, imposing its political identity onto 
the entire state, or as the seedbed of an authentic Yugoslav national 
identity that would subsume existing ‘tribal’ identities. Because of this, 
the driving forces behind the passing of the constitution were the two 
largest ‘Serbian’ parties: The NRS, the party of great Serbian interests, 
and the ‘Yugoslavist’ Democratic Party (DS). 

Outside of Serbia proper, the prospect of a strong centralized state 
backed by Serbian arms was also appealing to many South Slavs on the 
Adriatic Littoral and in the Slovene lands, since it offered protection 
against Italian territorial claims in the region. This menace was less 
tangible in Croatian hinterland, where, towards the end of the war, 
much of the countryside was convulsed in social unrest instigated and 
maintained in large part by Austro-Hungarian soldiers returning from 
Russian captivity, as well as peasants refusing to heed the call up. This 
unrest rendered much of the territory ungovernable, or at least the 
National Council of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs believed the territory 
they had inherited from Austria-Hungary was ungovernable, which is why 
its members voted in favour of unification with Serbia and Montenegro 
and of the entrance of the Serbian army as a means of quelling the revolt. 

The initial contact between soldiers of the Serbian army and Croat 
peasants in social revolt was frequently an unhappy one, as we shall see. 
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and discontent at the role of the Serbian army in the Croatian hinterland 
would come to be harnessed by the Croat People’s Peasant Party (HPSS) 
of Stjepan Radic, whose agrarian populism soon emerged as the most 
powerful political force in the Croat lands. According to Radic the experi- 
ence of fighting for Austria-Hungary had inoculated Croat peasants 
against precisely the kind of state the Vidovdan Constitution would call 
into being. The HPSS abstained from the institutions of state politics 
during the passing of the Vidovdan Constitution, first from the 
Temporary National Representation (PNP) and the Constituent 
Assembly, and subsequently, until 1924, from the national parliament 
in Belgrade. For Radic, participation in these institutions would mean 
conferring upon them a legitimacy to which, he felt, they were not 
entitled. The decision cleared the way for the passing of the Vidovdan 
Constitution, since it removed the constitution’s largest (in terms of 
electoral support) opponent, but it also stripped the Croats of a voice in 
parliament during the first half of the 1920s, and it stripped the parlia- 
mentary system itself of legitimacy based on a consensus of most subjects 
of Yugoslavia. 

The other principal naysayer of the Vidovdan Constitution was the 
newly formed Communist Party of Yugoslavia (KPJ). But the commu- 
nists were already beyond the legal pale by the time the Vidovdan 
Constitution was passed. The fear of the Bolshevik ‘red wave’ arriving 
in Yugoslavia had prompted the state to issue the Obznana (Decree) 
effectively suppressing the KPJ. Then, in response to the communists’ 
assassination of Milorad Draskovic (the author of the Obznana), the state 
imposed the ‘Law on the Protection of the State’ {Zakon o zahiti drzave, 
or ZZD), banning outright the activity of the party. The legislation could 
be - and was - wielded against the peasant party, too. Telescoping 
Bolshevism and Radio’s republicanism was not just a practice of the 
regime: it was also the habit of many Serbian war veterans to see peasant 
party populism as crypto-communism. As we shall see. Radio’s own 
comments on the awakening of the peasant soul as a result of the war 
and the Russian revolution were vague enough to confirm such fears. 

Standing high above the political fray was Alexander, to whom, as 
monarch, the Vidovdan Constitution would confer far-reaching powers. 
In fact, the Vidovdan Constitution called for the same form of parliamen- 
tarianism in Yugoslavia as had operated in Serbia before the First World 
War. In this sense, Alexander inherited his constitutional role from his 
father, Peter (who was still nominally king until his death in 1921). Yet 
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the circumstances of Alexander’s rule and, perhaps more importantly, his 
political temperament, would prove to be very different from those of 
Peter. For many, the political problems of Yugoslavia were more funda- 
mental than those of the pre-war Serbian state: they called into question 
the very structure, perhaps even existence, of the country itself. For many 
Serbians Stjepan Radio’s extra-parliamentary opposition and his fiery 
speeches against the Belgrade regime seemed to challenge the very sacri- 
fice and victory of the war years. It was because of these threats and the 
interminable political crises of the 1920s that Serbians started to look 
back at the pre-1914 period as a prelapsarian paradise of constitutional 
rule and national harmony. Supposedly, there had been no such lack of 
consensus in the pre-war Serbian kingdom, whose unity and sense of 
purpose was a stark contrast to the present day. Thus it was a bitter irony 
that in winning the war and expanding the cherished institutions of the 
Serbian state to all the South Slavs, those very institutions had somehow 
been vitiated. 

Alexander, the ‘unifier’, could perhaps restore this missing harmony. 
He certainly came to see himself as the alchemist of South Slav unity: 
from the outset, Alexander’s interpretation of his role in national politics 
was broad and weighed heavily on the weaknesses of the parliamentary 
system.®® Alexander apparently never envisaged a relationship of parity 
between himself and the national parliament; rather he cast himself 
in the role of an arbiter whose authority transcended - and therefore 
overruled - party factions. If politicians and their parties were unable to 
realize the terms of the Vidovdan Constitution, if they threatened to 
undermine the integrity of the state, Alexander himself could step in as 
the ultima ratio of national unity. This functional role as the arbiter of 
national politics is what some historians have referred to as Alexander’s 
‘autocratic tendencies’.®^ 

It is important to note here that a majority of Serbia’s war veterans, 
both inside and outside the army, were supportive of Alexander placing 
himself at the centre of national politics, since their disillusionment 
with national politics was almost immediate. The PNP and the 
Constituent Assembly were midwives of a stillborn political system; that 
system’s delivery during 1920-1921 had revealed the congenital defects 
of post-war politics in Yugoslavia. The tone of parliamentary politics 
in Yugoslavia was thus set. The Vidovdan Constitution had created a 
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political system whose legitimacy was not acknowledged by large parts of 
the population. Parliament was, moreover, presided over by a monarch 
whose patience for its shortcomings was thin. He, in turn, had well-placed 
affiliates and no significant opposition within the army. And he also 
enjoyed the support of most of Serbia’s war veterans, who would become 
increasingly dissatisfied with the perceived failures of the parliamentary 
system in the 1920s. Very little, then, was expected of this institution 
going forward. As we shall see in Chapter 2, as veterans’ and patriotic 
associations were formed in the period immediately after the war, their 
attitudes towards the state’s politics also took shape. 



Yugoslavia in ‘New Europe’ 

Much has been made of Yugoslavia’s singularity as a multinational state 
in the post-1918 era of nation-states, and it is certainly true that many 
of the political and social difficulties faced throughout its lifetime (and 
that of its socialist successor) can be attributed to the ‘national question’, 
or to the ‘elusive compromise’ the country needed to function but that 
its political leaders failed to locate. And yet a case must be made for the 
identity of challenges Europe faced after 1918, for the transnational 
impact of the Great War, and especially for its impact on the successor 
states of ‘New Europe’: Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia, and 
Yugoslavia. Tomas Masaryk, a political visionary whose utopia was rea- 
lized by the war and the peace settlements that ended them, spoke of post- 
war Europe as a ‘laboratory built on a graveyard’. And so it was, an 
experiment in Wilsonian chemistry that would be put to the test in its 
purest form in central and eastern Europe. Like all other states in the 
region, Yugoslavia’s borders straddled the fault lines of the Great War, it 
was composed of the remnants of various states and defunct empires, its 
challenge was to build institutions that could weld these various parts 
together and that could overcome the challenges of post-war cultural 
demobilization. In these important respects Yugoslavia was no different 
from its neighbours, nor was its trajectory in the interwar period. 

The militarist factor, which, as this chapter has shown, was born in 
Serbia and was carried over into Yugoslavia on the back of the war victory, 
appears at first glance to be a more distinguishing feature of the South 
Slav state, perhaps even a defining one. The prominent role of the military 
and of militarism in Serbia was closely related to the revolutionary tradi- 
tions of the anti-Ottoman struggles of the nineteenth century. Where 
other national groups (including other South Slavs) had striven towards 
their goals through empire’s political bureaucracy or through ‘organic 
work’, the Serbian army and its associated militias had considered 
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military confrontation as the best means of realizing the national revolu- 
tion. This Balkan revolutionary tradition was present also in Bulgaria, of 
course, and it is no coincidence that militarist groups such as the IMRO, 
born in the anti-Ottoman battle at the turn of the century, continued to 
play a powerful - at times decisive - role in the post-war politics in this 
state, or that the Bulgarian officers’ league and ‘Zveno’ would do the same 
in the 1930s. 

Yet militarism and a political role for militarist groups was not just a 
Balkan speciality in interwar Europe. Just as Alexander had his familiars 
in the White Hand and in pro-monarchist military groups in Serbia, so 
Jozef Pilsudski remained close to the volunteers alongside whom he had 
fought in the First World War. Here too, there was scepticism for the 
modes and means of parliamentary politics, that is, scepticism of liberal 
politics and the institutions set up to promote such politics. And when the 
time came, Pilsudski would turn to his war comrades as pillars of support 
for his dictatorship, just as Alexander would. Even in Czechoslovakia, the 
sole country in the region to resist the lure of authoritarian temptations in 
the interwar period, former Czech legionaries remained close to the 
‘castle’ nexus that effectively ran the country, and even offered to put 
themselves at the disposal of a Masarykian dictatorship, a tantalizing 
counter-factual that suggests that the limits of Czechoslovak exception- 
alism in the interwar period were closer than previously thought. 
Certainly the shadow of war can be seen in all these cases: its crippling 
effect on political institutions, the prominence it bestowed upon certain 
groups of privileged veterans at the expense of others, and the charismatic 
authority it generated for leaders such as Alexander Karadjordjevic, Jozef 
Pilsudski, and even Tomas Masaryk. Yugoslavia and her problems were 
in this sense typical. 



Conclusion 

Despite the ordeals of 1912-1918 - invasion, defeat, retreat, and 
occupation - many of pre-war Serbia’s political and military institu- 
tions remained intact at the end of the Great War. There was a great 
contrast here with the institutions of Austria-Hungary, which had dis- 
integrated under the pressures of war and defeat; the Serbian state, on 
the other hand, had survived at even greater human and material cost. 
There was a kernel of truth to the religious analogy of Serbia’s 
‘Golgotha and Resurrection’, for in spite of the defeat of 1915, the 
Serbian state had successfully preserved its political and national insti- 
tutions, reconstructed its army, and, following the Allied victory in 
1918, extended these institutions throughout the South Slav lands. 
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There were some important changes, however: whereas before 1914 
militarist groups such as Unification or Death had frequently stood at 
odds with the crown and the parliament, the war and the purging of Apis 
and his closest allies had significantly changed the structure of civil- 
military relations. The militarist factor in what was now Yugoslavia 
remained unaligned with the state’s political parties, but it was now 
much closer to the crown, and especially to Alexander. Moreover, and 
as we shall see in the following chapters, the war had created a large new 
social class - more like a caste - of war veterans of the Serbian army, men 
who shared the army’s traditional suspicion and impatience with national 
politics and who looked instead on Alexander as a symbol of the ‘libera- 
tion and unification’ for which they had fought during the war years. 

The war had also created a large group of men who had fought against 
the Allies, even against liberation and unification itself, in the ranks of the 
Austro-Hungarian army. Yugoslavia was equally their state, although 
the prominence of Serbia’s culture of victory, of ‘liberation and unifica- 
tion’ in the coming years would seem to suggest otherwise. The passing 
of the constitution was a portentous lesson in the inability of national 
politics to reconcile the acute divisions that the state had inherited. 
The lesson was repeatedly confirmed in the following years, as the parlia- 
mentary system lurched from one crisis to the next. In the meantime, 
Serbian veterans were constructing a culture of victory that simulta- 
neously undermined the authority of the parliamentary system and 
created further distance between themselves and veterans of the Austro- 
Hungarian army. It is to these matters that we now turn. 



2 A warriors’ caste 

Veterans’ and patriotic associations against the state 



Introduction 

This chapter has two related aims: its first part tells of the creation of a 
culture of victory and the problems this caused between the state and the 
veterans within Yugoslavia, emphasizing the important role played by 
local micro associations of Serbian veterans and by the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors, one of the largest patriotic associations 
in interwar Yugoslavia. For a newly formed state like Yugoslavia, the 
advantages of a strong association with the victorious parties of the First 
World War were numerous. The Franco-British role in crafting the ‘New 
Europe’ and rewarding wartime allies seemed to promise a longer-term 
diplomatic commitment to the region. Yugoslav leaders could thus rea- 
sonably hope to protect the gains they had made at the peace conferences 
and to promote their foreign and domestic interests by establishing a 
culture of victory that strongly identified the country with Serbia’s war- 
time sacrifice. But this self-presentation glossed over the deeply divided 
legacy of the war in the South Slav lands, and it threatened to reify those 
divisions into official and national culture. The commemoration of the 
war in Yugoslavia was greatly important, but it was also somewhat exclu- 
sionary, holding up the sacrifice of one group of veterans whilst ignoring 
all others. The culture of victory, then - the culture of ‘liberation and 
unification’, intended to strengthen the position of Yugoslavia at home 
and abroad - also threatened to undermine the unity of the state and to 
inhibit the process of cultural demobilization. 

Moreover, the official use of the culture of victory as a diplomatic tool 
was resented by many of Serbia’s war veterans, who claimed exclusive 
ownership over their wartime sacrifice and who looked upon the bureau- 
cracy of party politics as the antithesis of all that they had fought for 
during the war years. The permanent state of crisis in which parliamen- 
tary affairs were conducted during the 1 920s strengthened this impres- 
sion, and without the backing of this large and important group, the 
liberal institutions of the South Slav state were in a precarious position. 
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In itself, the unfavourable attitude of war veterans towards parliamentary 
politics might not have been of decisive importance in the trajectory of 
interwar politics in Yugoslavia, but there was now also Alexander, a soi 
disant figure of national unity who had waged his own battles during 
the First World War against militarist rivals within the army, and 
who had apparently emerged from them victoriously, with his prestige 
greatly enhanced. The political crises of the 1920s presented Alexander 
with the opportunity to consolidate his alliance with the army and 
with militarist groups within Yugoslavia. And with each political crisis, 
Alexander’s prestige increased further, always at the expense of parlia- 
ment itself. 

The second part of the chapter, then, tells of the hostility of war 
veterans towards parliamentary politics and how this paved the way for 
Alexander to consolidate his power within the country. There is an 
emphasis in this section on the political crisis of 1924-1925 as the final 
confirmation of Alexander’s undisputed and unopposed authority in 
regard to the military. This crisis marked the ending of a process of 
consolidation that had begun with the Salonika Trial and the purging of 
the Black Hand in 1917, and was a decisive step towards the king’s 
eventual imposition of the royal dictatorship in 1929 (addressed in 
Chapter 3). Just as the first part of the chapter uses the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors as a case study for the attitudes of veterans 
towards the commemoration of the war, the second part of the chapter 
lays particular emphasis on the role played by the patriotic association 
National Defence in the crisis of the mid-1920s. The composition of 
the leadership of National Defence and its attitudes towards Alexander 
also show the way in which militarist groups loyal to the king came to be 
prominent in the post-war period, as well as the way in which the rem- 
nants of Unification or Death were decisively marginalized in the wake of 
their defeat at the Salonika Trial of 1917. 



The quick and the dead: war cemeteries and veterans’/ 
patriotic associations 

In March 1920, Yugoslavia’s incoming Minister of the Army and Navy, 
General Branko Jovanovic, sent a memorandum to the Minister of 
Religious Affairs, requesting that on 17 April at 11 a.m., all churches 
throughout the kingdom, of all denominations, play a dirge for soldiers 
killed during the war. Jovanovic, as minister, would make arrangements 
for soldiers serving in the army to take part in ‘this, our unified, general, 
and unhappy ceremony’. Throughout the country the sacrifice of the war 
dead would be marked, showing the world how the new state valued its 
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‘Allied heroes, fighters, and in every respect greats [velikani] ’, who had 
carried out their duties ‘as faithful, conscious, and loyal sons of their 
nation and fatherland, as true lovers and defenders of truth, justice, 
liberty, their own culture and that of humanity’ / Jovanovic was referring 
to the loyal sons who had fought in the Serbian army, of course, for it was 
they and they alone who would be honoured at the national level. It was 
the blood sacrifice of the Serbian army that had led to the ‘liberation and 
unification’ of the South Slav lands; the new state would privilege above 
all else Serbia’s war dead and their sacrifice. And he spoke both personally 
and ex cathedra when he underlined the importance of the Serbian war- 
time sacrifice for the national culture of the new state. Serbian veterans, 
as we shall see, considered their victory for the liberation and unification 
of all South Slavs sacred in the interwar period. At the same time, the state 
itself accorded a central position to Serbia’s war and the Allied victory 
during the 1920s, since that victory defined Yugoslavia’s position as a 
‘victor state’ in post-war Europe: a state aligned with its former allies 
France and Great Britain, a state which would serve as a regional bulwark 
against Bolshevism and revisionism. 

Thus, from 1920 onwards, the Ministry of Religious Affairs also took 
responsibility for the maintenance of war cemeteries and the graves of 
South Slav soldiers at home and abroad, as well as of foreign soldiers who 
died on Serbian soil,^ and also dealt with requests for financial help to 
build ossuaries (a much favoured form of commemoration in Serbia) and 
commemorative chapels, or else took responsibility for their mainte- 
nance. It was a huge task: the enormity of fighting during the war years 
had turned much of Serbia into a vast graveyard and there were war 
cemeteries throughout the country. Care of war graves and the commem- 
oration of the war dead often entwined two notions of the sacred: on the 
one hand, there was the Christian duty of burial and proper respect for 
the dead, on the other, there was the equally sacred duty to honour the 
national sacrifice of the Serbian war dead for the ‘liberation and unifica- 
tion’ of the South Slavs. For the ossuaries, the commemorative chapels, 
and the thousands of war graves scattered throughout the Serbian lands 
were also visible reminders of the victory of the Serbian nation during 
1912-1918, and a reminder of the great human cost of that victory. 

Throughout the 1920s, the officials of the Ministry of Religious Affairs 
complained - and received complaints - concerning the disrepair and 
neglect of Serbia’s war graves and cemeteries. The greatest concern about 

^ AJ 69-127-30. 

^ According to the ‘Regulation on the Organization and Maintenance of Our Military 
Cemeteries and Graves at Home and Abroad’ (issued in 1920), see AJ 69-116-170. 
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this kind of neglect was that it obscured Yugoslavia’s identity as a victor 
state of the First World War. The worry was that such sites, located 
throughout the country, were often in such a state of disrepair that 
when foreigners, former Allies, came to visit their fallen comrades, they 
were unable to find the graves. Thus, in Skopje, one official, talking about 
the state of graves in the newly associated regions in the south, put it 
this way: 

If someone were to arrive in our country and see the level of culture and the level of 
feeling towards our dead, those who fell for our liberation and unification, and 
especially towards our Allies, they would find that the Zulu Kaffirs are more 
cultured than us.^ 

‘Our dead’, ‘liberation and unification’, ‘our Allies’ - the mind-set of 
officials at the ministry was apparently locked into the years 1912-1918: 
Yugoslavia’s war graves were pantheons for the heroes of Serbia’s wars of 
liberation and unification. Similarly, in 1926, the ministry complained 
that the commemorative chapel on Kajmakcalan, the ‘Mountain of 
Death’, where the Serbian army had defeated the Bulgarians in 1916, 
was in a dilapidated state and that the war dead were buried haphazardly 
and shallowly in the surrounding areas. ^ In 1927, the Minister of 
Religious Affairs sent out a memorandum to all high prefects throughout 
the country reminding them that war graves were ‘sacred, according to 
our religion [Christian Orthodox] ’ and that war graves should be a 

shining memorial [osvetla uspomena] of our heroes fallen in the world war. Only 
this way will the state give thanks to the sons who fell for this country, only in 
this way give an example to future generations about how they fell for the 
fatherland.® 

Extra money was promised for the purpose of repairing war cemeteries 
and graves.® In 1926 the ministry asked for a budget increase of 100,000 
dinars in order to help fund the raising of a large commemorative chapel 
and ossuary to house the bones of Serbian soldiers killed at Bregalnica 
while fighting against the Bulgarian army during the second Balkan war. 
The ossuary would not only be a suitable pietd to the fallen soldiers, it was 
also an ‘obligation of the state towards the spirits of its fallen heroes’.' 
Along with Serbian heroes, former Allies were honoured, too: in 1 928 the 
ministry urgently requested taking care of the 6,000 French war graves 
located in Bitolj, in time for the public celebrations marking the tenth 
anniversary of the Allied breakthrough at Salonika.^ When requesting 
money for raising a commemorative ossuary in Surdulica, where 8,000 

® Ibid. AJ 69-127-50. ® AJ 69-128-33. ® Ibid. AJ 69-127-60. 

® AJ 69-117-170. 
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Serbian soldiers had died during the second Balkan war, the ministry 
noted that this was a ‘deserved respect to those fighters who fell for our 
national liberation and unification’.® 

The graves were not the only visible marker of Serbia’s victory and its 
cost. In the years after the end of the war, monuments to the war dead - to 
soldiers, but also civilians who died under occupation - appeared in 
villages throughout Serbia, and in Serbian villages in Bosnia, Dalmatia, 
and the Croat lands. As in Great Britain and France, there was hardly a 
village or town left untouched by the war, and there was hardly a Serbian 
village or town that did not commemorate its wartime sacrifice. Most of 
these monuments were local, and initiatives for their raising usually came 
from veterans themselves, organized for this purpose into committees and 
associations. 

In such associations, committee members raised funds, discussed the 
location and shape of their monument, and employed artists and sculp- 
tors to create them, frequently hiring Croat sculptors trained in Austria 
(Orthodox Serbia having little tradition in the plastic arts). 

The Ministry of Religious Affairs and the Royal Palace gave financial 
and moral support to these initiatives, and if a committee wanted money 
to raise a monument, its members could apply to these quarters for a 
subvention. Quite often, especially immediately after the war, these asso- 
ciations raised statues and busts to old King Peter, the ‘liberator’ of the 
South Slavs. Monuments to local men (that is, men from the village or 
town in which the association was based) who had died during the war 
also proved popular, as did monuments commemorating battles (Serbia, 
after all, had been a battleground during the war).^° Veterans of Serbia’s 
wars tended to present the Balkan wars and the First World War as a 
single conflict, inscribing their monuments with the years 1912-1918 and 
with the term ‘liberation and unification’, since liberation and unification 
of all South Slavs had been the intention and the result of Serbia’s wars. 
The battle for ‘liberation and unification’ during 1912-1918 was itself the 
culmination of over a century of national revolutionary struggle beginning 
with the First Serbian Uprising of 1804. 

Most veterans’ and patriotic associations in Yugoslavia were small and 
ephemeral, often established by veterans of a village or town solely for the 
purpose of raising funds for a war memorial, and with memberships that 
rarely exceeded thirty people. Yet along with these local groups there 
were a handful of larger associations whose ambitions were greater, whose 

^ AJ 69-127-75. Ratnicki glasnik, February 1931. 

As noted in a 1935 article in the Zagreb-based journal Nova Evropa, in which the author 
criticized the proliferation of such nationalist and patriotic micro-societies in Yugoslavia. 
See ‘O Narodnoj odbrani’, Nova Evropa, XXVIII/1 (26 January 1935). 
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networks were national (and, in terms of location and membership, not 
necessarily restricted to the Serbian lands), and whose associational 
identities were more fixed. These associations were often also concerned 
with the commemoration of the wars of ‘liberation and unification’ 
through monuments, publications, and public ceremonies. If the tiny, 
local associations commemorated the smaller-scale battles or the war 
dead in their own village, the larger associations tended to commemorate 
the larger battles, national epics such as the battles of Cer and Mackov 
Kamen, the Defence of Belgrade in 1914, the capturing of Mount 
Kajmakcalan, and so on. They also looked after the interests of veterans, 
their families, and the families of those killed in the wars by lobbying the 
government for welfare and other financial and material benefits. Social 
care was a great concern for many veterans after 1918, who considered 
this a debt owed to veterans by the state, the honouring of which would be 
an essential part of the compact between national institutions and 
veterans. 

Many of the larger associations were newly formed after 1918, such as 
the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors (Udruzenje reservnih 
oficira i ratnika), the Association of War Invalids {Udruzenje ratnih inva- 
lida), and the Union of Volunteers {Savez dobrovoljaca) . These were three 
of the largest and most prominent veterans’/patriotic associations active 
in the interwar period - as we shall see - but there were others, to give just 
an indicative list: the Society for Pensioned Officers and Military Clerks, 
the Society of Former Warriors from the Salonika Front, the Society for 
Holders of the Albanian Medal, and The Society of the Defenders of 
Belgrade. 

Along with these new associations, there were reiterations of pre-1914 
militarist and patriotic societies: various Chetnik associations, for exam- 
ple, which claimed links with the pre-war anti-Ottoman guerrilla groups 
and whose members were intent on carving out a new role for themselves 
in the new state; and National Defence {Narodna odbrand), the patriotic 
association that had organized (Serbian) nationalist work in Habsburg 
Bosnia in the years before the First World War. The associations were 
largely, although not exclusively, composed of Serbian war veterans of the 
1912-1918 period. Their presence was for some an anachronism, and an 
unwanted one at that: the goal of national unification was now achieved, 
the Ottoman and Habsburg empires were gone from the Balkans, and yet 
these anti-Ottoman and anti-Habsburg nationalist associations lingered 



An excellent, comprehensive analysis of Serbian patriotic and veterans’ associations can 
be found in Danilo Sarenac’s monograph Top, vojnik i secanje: Prvi svetski rat u Srbija 
1914—2009 (Belgrade: Planeta Print, 2014). 
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on. As we shall see, their members pointed to the various internal and 
external threats faced by the state as justification for their continued 
existence. Even in peacetime, there were many who still saw battles to 
be fought and won, be they military, cultural, or political. 

Finally, there were new societies and associations after 1918 whose 
links to the war and to its veterans were primarily aspirational: groups 
comprising in large part non-veterans, often members of the so-called 
‘war-youth generation’ who had not fought in the war, but who never- 
theless sought to incorporate the ideals of the war into their pro- 
grammes. Most prominent amongst these last associations were the 
Organization of Yugoslav Nationalists (Organizacija Jugoslav enskih 
nacionalista, ORJUNA) and their rivals, the Serbian Nationalist 
Youth (Srpska nacionalna omladina, SRNAO), associations whose 
members became notorious for brawling with opponents (and each 
other) during the 1920s. 

All these associations stressed the importance of Serbia’s victory for 
the ‘liberation and unification’ of all South Slavs, an epoch-making event, 
celebrated and commemorated as the fountainhead of Yugoslavia’s 
national culture. Not all practised violence, although many, such as the 
Chetniks and ORJUNA, did so quite openly. Others, such as National 
Defence, publicly, at least, called upon their members to restrict them- 
selves to ‘cultural work’, whereas the Association of Reserve Officers and 
Warriors, the Association of War Invalids, and the Union of Volunteers 
espoused pacifism and a kind of veterans’ internationalism based on 
the maintenance of inter-Allied ties, cultivated through membership of 
the Federation Interalliee des Anciens Combattants (the Inter-Allied Ex- 
Serviceman’s Federation, or FIDAC), ties which situated Yugoslavia 
firmly amongst the ‘victor states’ of the First World War (especially 
France and Great Britain). The various positions taken by these associa- 
tions were apparently not mutually exclusive: the memberships of these 
associations often overlapped; many veterans were simultaneously 
affiliated with two or more of them. Nevertheless, attempts to unify all 
associations into a single society (made on several occasions in the 1920s) 
bore no long-term results. Throughout the interwar period, separate 
but overlapping associations would coexist and compete. The associa- 
tional structure of the wartime generation resembled a Venn diagram in 
which multiple circles sat on top of each other in close proximity, but 
nevertheless remained separate and discrete. 

The legacy of the war and of liberation and unification was jealously 
guarded by the Serbian war veterans and their associations: it was they 
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who had fought and sacrificed for the creation of the state, not the 
politicians and their parties, whose actions since 1918 were undermining 
the integrity and the unity of Yugoslavia. Relations between veterans of 
the Serbian army and those of Austria-Hungary were often strained, 
despite some efforts at reconciliation. However, the relationship between 
Serbian veterans’ associations and the state’s political class was outright 
antagonistic. Serbian veterans continually railed against the failures of the 
state’s political parties to legislate on behalf of ex-soldiers, to deliver the 
welfare and social care to which the heroes of liberation and unification 
were entitled. 



The Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors 

In a sense, the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors represented 
on a macro, national level what the tiny, local associations throughout the 
Serbian lands represented on a micro, local level. This large national 
association was concerned with the commemoration of liberation and 
unification and the celebration of Serbia’s wartime sacrifice and the 
well-being of the state’s veterans and their families. It was closely attached 
to the inter-Allied international veteran movement throughout the inter- 
war period, and was on especially good terms with French war veterans. 
Because it was a national association, that is, an association with branches 
throughout Yugoslavia, it also confronted the problem of reconciling 
veterans of the Serbian army with those of Austria-Hungary. And the 
association’s interest in the welfare and social care of former soldiers 
brought it up against the organs of the state, frequently an unhappy 
encounter. 

The idea for the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors origi- 
nated amongst a small group of Serbian officers in the wake of the second 
Balkan war (1913).^^ The outbreak of the First World War had put these 
ideas on hold, and it was thus not until 1919 that the association held its 
first meeting. In the meantime, its potential membership had expanded 
greatly, and the association opened its doors to all veterans of the Balkan 
wars and the First World War, as well as officers on the active and reserve 
lists of the Yugoslav army. Starting out with just a few hundred members, 
the association’s ranks had grown to 1 5,000 by the middle of the decade, 
and as many as 20,000 in 1930,^^ a process of expansion that was quite 
typical of the state’s larger patriotic and veterans’ associations. Thus, by 

For a good overview of the activities of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, 
see Danilo Sarenac, ‘Udruzenje rezervnih oficira i ratnika 1919-1941’, Istorija XX. veka, 
1 ( 2011 ). 
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the end of the 1920s, the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors 
was one of the largest patriotic societies in Yugoslavia, with over a 
hundred branches throughout the country, including former Habsburg 
territories such as Bosnia, Slovenia, and the Croat lands, and with a 
membership drawn from across the country and from all contingents of 
South Slav war veterans, that is, veterans from both the Serbian and 
Austro-Hungarian armies. 

The Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors was something of an 
amphibian: a non-state organization that nevertheless had a large con- 
tingent of members serving in the army. And indeed, the association had 
close ties with both the army and the Royal Court: delegates of the 
Ministry of the Army and Navy often attended commemorative and 
festive ceremonies organized by the association. So, too, did Alexander 
himself, and the association received money from the Royal Court to 
build monuments to liberation and unification.^® Prominent public 
figures that were members of the association included the politician 
Ivan Ribar, and Stevan Hadzic, a White Hander who served as the 
Minister of the Army and Navy. 

At first glance, because of its official ties and its patriotism, the 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors perhaps gives the impres- 
sion of being an extra arm of the state itself, a militarist association 
at the disposal of the regime. And yet there is no evidence that the 
association was involved in violence during the interwar period (which 
cannot be said of many other patriotic and veterans’ associations); and 
the leaders of the association, publicly, at least, supported pacifist 
internationalism. There was also something paradoxical about the 
patriotism of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors: whilst 
their ‘unifier’ Alexander and the integrity of Yugoslavia itself were 
largely beyond criticism, the reserve officers were nevertheless highly 
critical of the failures of the country’s politics since 1918, and particu- 
larly of its parliamentary system and political parties. The association 
would hardly be doing its job as a guardian of veteran welfare if it 
did not point out the hardships and the disappointments faced by 
ex-soldiers in the new state, the responsibility for which was frequently 
placed at the door of the state’s politicians. 

Thus, the pages of the association’s journal were full of complaints 
about ‘post-war conditions’ and of the neglect of Serbia’s veterans. 
The sacred ideals that soldiers had fought for during 1912-1918 were, 
according to the reserve officers, soon lost in a state that ‘respected war 
profiteers and post-war speculators - parvenus - more than warriors who 
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paid for freedom and liberation with their own blood’ The associa- 
tion’s correspondences with Yugoslavia’s ministries were of a similar 
nature, correspondences that the association used to register dissatis- 
faction with the treatment of ex-soldiers at the hands of the state. 
According to the reserve officers, something was seriously amiss in 
Yugoslavia, which had somehow squandered the unity and sense of 
purpose embodied by the Serbian soldier on the field of battle and 
replaced it with ineffectual bickering. In war, claimed the association, 
‘everyone knew his place and his duty’t now, in peacetime, the state was 
threatened by ‘internal enemies’, whilst veterans were treated with 
‘indifference’ by ‘a certain ministry’ (Social Affairs) that ‘does not 
look too kindly on our association’.^® 

During the 1 920s, the association’s president was Milan Radosavljevic, 
a prominent activist in the veteran movement, both domestically and 
abroad (Radosavljevic would serve as president of the international war 
veterans’ association FID AC, in 1930). It was the hope of Radosavljevic, 
erstwhile major of the Serbian army and a veteran of Serbia’s wars of 
1912-1918, that the association’s members would preserve the impor- 
tance of military and wartime traditions in Yugoslavia, as well as help 
organize welfare for disabled veterans and their families, and for war 
widows and orphans. Radosavljevic explained the aims and intentions 
of the association at its first meeting in 1919: 

We will preserve our bloody achievements and gains and pass them unspoilt to 
future generations [. . .] we will preserve the memory of our fallen comrades, we 
will be devoted to our invalids, their children and the families of our fallen 
comrades [. . .] We will pass on the cult of our fallen comrade to the coming 
generations, we will educate them and teach them about how they should love the 
fatherland and die for it [. . .] we will be a secure foundation of the fatherland, 
which we gained with our blood. 

The Association of Reserve Officers wanted to render the Serbian 
soldier’s sacrifice visible and tangible to future generations because, as 
Radosavljevic made clear in his maiden speech, Serbia’s war victory had a 
pedagogical role to play in Yugoslavia. The state’s subjects - especially 
those too young to have fought during 1912-1918 - needed to under- 
stand the great sacrifice made for their benefit during the war years; they 
needed to learn not to take liberation and unification for granted. 



Ratnicki glasnik, December 1923. 

See AJ 69-159 (passim), a file which contains a series of complaints made by the 
association concerning the Ministry of Religious Affairs’ reductions in the civil list, 
included many clerks that were also veterans of ‘liberation and unification’. 

Ratnicki glasnik. May 1924. ™ Ibid., March 1922. 
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Thus, many of the largest and most impressive monuments to 
Serbia’s wars of 1912-1918 were initiatives of this association. The 
association’s commemorative interests were varied: soldiers, irregular 
Chetniks, civilians, functional and non-functional buildings, all were 
projects of the association, and all related to Serbia’s wars for liberation 
and unification. Their most famous monuments included the first 
monument to the unknown Serbian soldier at Avala, in 1922 (which 
would later become a monument to the ‘Unknown Yugoslav Hero’),^' 
and the monument to Chetnik Vojvoda Jovan Stojkovic ‘Babunski’ in 
Veles, a large granite pyramid inscribed with Babunski’s name and with 
that of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors. At Topcider 
Park near Belgrade, the reserve officers raised a monument to Rudolf 
Archibald Reiss, the Swiss criminologist who had published reports of 
Austro-Hungarian wartime atrocities against Serbs, and who had made 
Yugoslavia his home after 1918. In 1931, the reserve officers unveiled 
a huge monument and ossuary to the ‘Defenders of Belgrade’ - the 
men who fought against the Austro-Hungarian invasion of 1914 - in 
the Serbian capital’s New Cemetery. The impressive monument, the 
initiative for which came from Radosavljevic himself, featured a statue 
of a soldier of the Serbian army waving a Serbian flag and standing over 
a slain Habsburg double-headed eagle: a striking depiction of Serbia’s 
victory over its imperial enemy. And in 1932 the association opened 
their ‘Warriors’ Hall’: a large building which would serve as the asso- 
ciation’s central offices, its ‘headquarters’, located in the very centre of 
Belgrade (still standing in the twenty-first century), next to the restored 
national theatre. Needless to say, it was the achievements of the 
Serbian wartime generation that the Association of Reserve Officers 
wanted to pass on to future generations. ‘The cult of our fallen com- 
rade’ and the ‘preservation of our bloody achievements’ always referred 
to the sacrifices of the Serbian wartime generation. Their commemora- 
tive projects marked Serbia’s wars of liberation and unification, and it 
was liberation and unification that would edify South Slavs now and in 
the future. 



FID AC and the inter-AUied connection 

The reserve officers’ commemoration of liberation and unification had 
an international aspect, too, for the Association of Reserve Officers and 



See ibid., January 1936; Febuary 1936. 

AJ 74-234-159; see also Danilo Sarenac, ‘Tvrdava na Pozorisnom trgu; Izgradnja i 
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Warriors linked commemoration of liberation and unification to a 
larger inter- Allied ‘culture of victory’ present in Europe after 1918. 
The association became part of the international veterans’ movement 
at an early stage, joining the inter-Allied veterans’ association, FIDAC, 
in 1921, upon invitation from French veterans. For the Association 
of Reserve Officers and Warriors, this international connection was 
of utmost importance, because it showed that Serbia’s victory in the 
liberation and unification of all South Slavs was also part of Europe’s 
larger victory against German militarism and Austro-Hungarian 
imperialism. In this way, the sacrifice of the Serbian soldier was ele- 
vated to a plane of world-historical significance, for the war that Serbia 
fought and won was not just a local or regional imbroglio, but a struggle 
of enlightened states to rid Europe of tyrannical imperial and militarist 
forces. There was a precedent for this: Allied propaganda during 
the war had depicted the Serbians as a brave and beleaguered little 
nation taking on a capricious and bullying empire, and now, in FIDAC, 
the prestige of ‘gallant little Serbia’ remained very high indeed. Such 
exaltation provided an international dimension to the prominence of 
Serbia’s wars in Yugoslavia: the outward face of a culture of victory that 
was being woven into the fabric of the state. 

Of all the Allied veteran movements, the Association of Reserve 
Officers was closest to the French, with whom it cultivated deep and 
long-lasting links very soon after 1918, links that held throughout the 
interwar period. It was a relationship based in large part on the bonds 
formed between the soldiers of the two armies that had served together at 
Salonika. For the Serbian army had occupied the same sector of the front 
at Salonika as the French Armee d’Orient and an enduring sense of 
camaraderie had developed between soldiers of these two armies. 
These bonds, which were sincerely and continuously held by both 
Serbian and French veterans in the interwar period, converged neatly 
with Yugoslav and French diplomatic interests during the 1920s, and 
could therefore be exploited for political ends. In the decade after the war, 
the French looked upon ‘victorious’ eastern European states such as 
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and Poland as central to their geo-strategic 
concerns in the region.^® By the same token, Yugoslav leaders could gain 



Ratnicki glasnik, March 1922. 
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from favourable relations with a powerful sponsor like France. Recalling 
the Franco-Serbian wartime connection suited everybody. 

So, for example, at the beginning of 1921, French General Louis 
Franchet d’Esperey arrived amid much ceremony in Yugoslavia. 
D’Esperey had been commander of the Armee d’Orient at the front at 
Salonika and in September 1 9 1 8 he had led the Allied forces, including 
the Serbian army, in their victory against the Central Powers in the 
Balkans. For this, d’Esperey was guaranteed a warm welcome in the 
Serbian lands of the new state. When he arrived in the Serbian 
(and Yugoslav) capital Belgrade, the newspaper Politika reported that 
the streets were filled with people keen to show their gratitude to 
Serbia’s wartime ally. The royal party and a military band playing the 
Marseillaise greeted the general at the station, and French tricolours 
were displayed alongside Serbian flags from the windows of public and 
private buildings. The regent Alexander bestowed upon d’Esperey the 
honorific title of Vojvoda, the highest rank in the Serbian army, attain- 
able only for conduct in war. In turn, d’Esperey conferred upon the city 
of Belgrade and its inhabitants the Ordre national de la Legion d’honneur 
in recognition of their defence of the city against Austro-Hungarian 
attack in 1914. It was an example of the public pageantry of liberation 
and unification; there would be many more such examples in the inter- 
war period. 

D’Esperey was certainly an ace in the French diplomatic pack; 
and the masterly way France played its hand in Belgrade did not go 
unnoticed by the British Foreign Office. Britain was also a wartime ally, 
albeit one consigned to playing the second fiddle when the French were 
in town. Of d’Esperey’s visit, a Whitehall official sniffed that ‘I think 
[the Serbians] would rather hear less of “Heroic Little Serbia” [. . .] and 
would prefer some mark of honour testifying to their importance as a 
modern state in the future rather than glorification of their past 
deeds. The British were far off the mark, however: it was precisely 
the culture of inter-Allied victory that testified to the importance of the 
new state, and the involvement of the Association of Reserve Officers 
and Warriors in FID AC was not reducible to diplomatic gestures. The 
French general’s poignant eulogy at the graveside of Vojvoda Zivojin 
Misic, who had died shortly before the visit, would have struck a chord 
with many veterans of the Serbian army. D’Esperey addressed his 
wartime comrade by saying, ‘Dear Vojvoda, not only will your memory 
live on in the hearts of the Serbian people, but the whole of France will 
remember you eternally and with utmost piety. Politika thought it 
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was a spontaneous and sincere gesture. Whether this was the case or 
not, it was certainly the case that ties between French and Serbian 
veterans were deeply entrenched, and would remain so throughout 
the interwar period. The Poilus du Armee d’Orient were several times 
visitors to Yugoslavia, as were delegates of the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors to France. D’Esperey met a delegation of the 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors during his visit in 1921. 
Later, in 1930, the Association of Reserve Officers was part of the 
committee that welcomed a delegation of the French veterans to the 
unveiling of Croatian sculptor Ivan Mestrovic’s ‘Monument of 
Gratitude to France’ at Kalamegdan Fortress in Belgrade. And the 
association repaid the favour the following year, visiting France as 
guests of the Poilus du Armee d’Orient in 1 93 1 In the interwar period 
in Yugoslavia, 14 July, the day of the storming of the Bastille in Paris, 
was a national holiday, ‘France Day’. 

The culture of victory, however, did not give the full measure of 
the war’s legacy, neither in Yugoslavia nor in Europe. The celebration 
of Serbia’s victory and the willingness of the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors to allow Serbian veterans exclusively to represent 
Yugoslavia in the international veterans’ movement risked making the 
clefts between Serbian and Austro-Hungarian veterans all the more 
pronounced, and therefore risked undermining the unity of the state 
itself. It was a concern of FID AC, too, for the leaders of this association 
agonized over the correct relations with states and war veterans formerly 
of the Central Powers, wondering how best to celebrate the Allied victory 
and inter-Allied camaraderie whilst also reaching out to erstwhile adver- 
saries, the better to heal the wounds of war and ensure a lasting peace. It 
was the crux of war commemoration throughout Europe, but in 
Yugoslavia, as elsewhere in central and eastern Europe, it was also a 
domestic concern, for the ‘victors’ and the ‘vanquished’ of the Great 
War were now fellow subjects living in the borders of a single state. 

The members of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors were 
cognizant of the gap between inter-Allied veterans and those of the 
Central Powers in Europe, and they were cognizant of the debates in 
the international veterans’ movement about reconciliation between 
former enemies; the affiliation with EIDAC made them party to these 
debates. And, of course, they were aware of a corresponding gap in 
Yugoslavia between veterans of the Serbian army on the one hand, the 
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‘victors’, and those who had fought for Austria-Hungary on the other, 
the ‘vanquished’. The Italian section of FIDAC repeatedly underlined (at 
FID AC conferences during the 1920s) that South Slavs - and especially 
Croats - had fought against Allied interests during the war.^^ It was a 
charge that was hard for the reserve officers to refute, especially since they 
themselves had done so much to construct a Serbian culture of victory, 
through large-scale commemorative projects throughout the country and 
through their close embrace of FIDAC and the inter-Allied veterans’ 
movement. 

The reserve officers, like FIDAC, made efforts to improve relations 
between Serbian and Austro-Hungarian veterans. These were subject to 
the winds of international diplomacy and reconciliation, for just as the 
Locarno Treaty of 1925 advanced cultural demobilization throughout 
Europe,^^ a kind of ‘Locarno spirit’ was internalized by the reserve 
officers in the latter half of the 1920s. Thus, in summer 1926, a few 
months after the treaty was signed, the Association of Reserve Officers 
and Warriors held a gala in Zagreb in an attempt to reach out to the 
Austro-Hungarian contingent of South Slav veterans in its ranks. The 
association claimed that about 2,500 of its 12,000 members were Croats 
and Slovenes, many of whom, presumably, were also veterans of the 
Austro-Hungarian army.^^ The glittering ceremonies in the Croatian 
capital were attended by, inter alia, the Yugoslav Minister of the Interior 
and the Minister of the Army and Navy, and by Colonel Fred Abbot, 
chairman of FIDAC’s Propaganda Committee. The secretary of the 
Zagreb branch of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors 
welcomed his comrades and spoke of how ‘All eyes, and especially those 
of our neighbours [i.e. Italy], are fixed on us at this solemn moment.’ To 
this, a delegate from Belgrade replied, ‘We are today united and will 
always remain so.’^^ 

An ostentatious display of unity with a double purpose, the organi- 
zers intended to show FIDAC and the world that Yugoslavia belonged 
wholly to the inter-Allied camp, and to show that South Slav veterans 
were all comrades together, without regard for their wartime past. 
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The ceremonies in Zagreb exemplified the contradictory interests of the 
reserve officers: on the one hand, they wanted to place liberation and 
unification and the culture of Serbian and inter-Allied victory at the 
core of Yugoslavia’s national culture; on the other hand, they wanted 
to find a way to reconcile Allied veterans with those of the Austro- 
Hungarian army. Quite obviously, such efforts at reconciliation were, 
and would continue to be, undermined by the association’s emphasis 
on a commemorative culture that celebrated Serbia’s victory. The 
elevation of liberation and unification and the sacrifice of the Serbian 
soldier above all else and a certain kind of hostility towards the national 
institutions of the new state were hardly the balm to heal Yugoslavia’s 
wartime wounds. 

The tension was never resolved. The Association of Reserve Officers 
and Warriors continued to celebrate liberation and unification 
whilst simultaneously reaching out to former veterans of the Austro- 
Hungarian army. Their reach never extended as far as they might 
have hoped, and the association remained largely a Serbian affair. 
The reserve officers also remained constant in their membership of 
FID AC and in their valorization of inter-Allied ties. By the latter part of 
the 1930s, the state’s foreign policy had drifted away from ‘traditional’ 
allies such as France and Great Britain and towards old foes such as 
Germany. This was a new course fiercely opposed by the members of 
this association, as we shall see. But during the 1920s, the attitudes of 
the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors trickled down and 
were reflected in the attitudes of its local branches throughout the 
country, and in the micro associations, which were a feature of life in 
the Serb-populated parts of the new country. 

The story of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors in the 
1920s is also, at least partially, the story of the divided legacy of the 
Great War throughout Europe, and the association’s involvement with 
FID AC shows how this legacy was considered and confronted through- 
out the continent. Yugoslavia was no different from France, Great 
Britain, or any of the other ‘victor’ states of the First World War, in 
that its veterans wanted to keep the memory of their war victory alive, 
whilst at the same time being aware of the need to reconcile with former 
‘enemies’ in order to allow for the smooth running of international 
relations. This reconciliation was of crucial importance for veteran 
activists in the interwar period: their wartime sacrifice and victory had 
created a better world, but one in which stability and long-term peace 
could only be preserved by reconciliation between former enemies. If 
this was the crux of veterans’ internationalism in the 1920s and 1930s, 
it was, as already mentioned, also a domestic concern in the states of 
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‘New Europe’. The internationalist concerns raised by FIDAC mem- 
bers played out internally in the South Slav state: post-war Yugoslavia 
was post-war Europe in microcosm, and the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors recognized in its strained relations with former 
Habsburg South Slavs the broader problem of post-war reconciliation 
throughout Europe. 



Soldiers, politics, and the state 

The attitudes of patriotic and veterans’ associations were marked by the 
failures of Yugoslavia’s political institutions, failures which, in large part, 
created the impetus for their formation. Like the army, these larger 
associations typically claimed to be ‘apolitical’ and did not openly affiliate 
with any of the state’s political parties. Yet this apolitical stance should be 
understood advisedly: just as ‘depoliticization’ turned the army into 
Alexander’s cat’s paw, putting the institution out of the reach of elected 
governments, the patriotic and veterans’ associations contrasted the 
problems and divisions of the post-war period with the supposed unity 
of the Serbian army at war - where everyone knew his place and in which a 
strict hierarchy was observed - and with the prestige of the Karadjordjevic 
dynasty. Peter and Alexander were the heirs of Karadjordje himself, after 
all, and therefore the heirs of the national revolution that had begun with 
the First Serbian Uprising of 1804 and culminated in the victory of 1918. 
And whereas Karadjordje had initiated the ‘liberation and unification’ of 
all the Serbs, Peter and Alexander had brought it to completion. The 
Karadjordjevic dynasty thus figured prominently in the Serbian culture of 
victory after 1918: monuments and busts of Peter the ‘liberator’ and 
Alexander the ‘unifier’ became a feature of towns and villages throughout 
Serbia during the interwar period. Indeed, it was to the Royal Palace 
that patriotic and veterans’ associations wrote to request financial 
assistance, moral support, recognition, and so on, often asking for, and 
receiving, Alexander’s personal patronage. 

In contrast to the exaltation of Peter and Alexander, and whatever the 
party affiliations of their individual members, the associations themselves 
often spoke of the parliamentary system in Yugoslavia as inherently 
flawed. Veterans saw first-hand the consequences of Yugoslavia’s politi- 
cal paralysis during the 1920s, and they became increasingly frustrated 
with the failure of state institutions to deliver the welfare and provision to 

Monuments to Peter were more common during the 1920s, whereas, understandably, 
projects for monuments of Alexander tended to be initiated during the years of his 
dictatorship, and then with even greater frequency after his assassination in 1934. 
Information on these monuments is held in AJ 74-97 (passim). 
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which, they felt, they were entitled. Their criticisms of national institu- 
tions became ever more generalized: the swirling alliances and coalitions 
in the parliament undermined the unity of the state, obstructing the 
creation of an authentic national culture. And it was such a culture that 
the many members of these associations craved above all else: where there 
was disunity, caused by the divisiveness of the state’s politics, or where 
there were external and internal threats to the state, veterans and patriotic 
associations demanded unity. According to one veterans’ journal, there 
was a need for continued mobilization and unity on the part of former 
soldiers: the state which they fought for was under threat, because 
politicians ‘tear down the state, for the sake of provincial party interests, 
for the sake of their selfish interests’.^® 

Yugoslavia went to the country three times after the passing of the 
Vidovdan Constitution but before the promulgation of Alexander’s 
dictatorship: in 1923, 1925, and 1927. These were occasions increasingly 
marked by inflamed political rhetoric, violent agitation, and terror - much 
of it perpetrated by veterans’ and patriotic associations such as the 
Chetniks, ORJUNA, and SRNAO, with the Union of Volunteers, the 
Association of Reserve Officers and National Defence publicly disavow- 
ing this violence but nevertheless adding their voices to the chorus of 
disapproval. Each election diminished parliament’s credibility whilst 
enhancing the authority of the king, an authority swollen by the support 
of the army and patriotic and veterans’ societies throughout the country. 
The phase of parliamentary rule in Yugoslavia, then, is essentially one 
of sustained crisis, punctuated by three pivotal crises: the controversy 
over the passing of the Vidovdan Constitution, 1920-1921 (addressed in 
Chapter 1); the crisis involving opposition deputies of the peasant party 
entering government, 1924-1925 (addressed below); and a final, fatal 
crisis following the killing of opposition deputies on the floor of the 
parliament, 1928-1929 (addressed in Chapter 3). 

The crisis of 1924-1925 has its roots in the attempts of Ljubomir 
Davidovic (leader of the Democratic Party) to breach the divisions in 
national politics caused by the Vidovdan Constitution, divisions which in 
fact had widened in the following years. Davidovic had been making over- 
tures to Stjepan Radic, chief opponent of the constitution, since 1922, 
and had even managed to secure Radio’s promise (ultimately unfulfilled) 
to attend the decenial celebrations of the Battle of Kumanovo, the Serbian 
army’s first victory in the first Balkan war, which were to be held the 
following month. The gesture might have softened some of the effects of 
Radio’s anti-militarist and anti-army rhetoric on many Serbian veterans. 
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Davidovic tended to characterize his party’s moves towards Radic as a 
means of demobilizing wartime mentalities, claiming that an alliance 
with Radic would help to dissolve the divisions in the country between 
‘victor’ and ‘defeated’ of the First World War. But many Serbian war 
veterans resisted Davidovic’s reconciliatory gestures precisely because 
they threatened to undermine the saliency of liberation and unification 
in Yugoslavia. For Radic still called on the peasantry to reject the military 
call-up and to refuse paying taxes, and such rhetoric infuriated Serbian 
patriotic and veterans’ organizations since it undermined the sacrifice of 
the Serbian war veterans and the fundamental principles of liberation and 
unification. 

Matters came to a head during Davidovic’s ill-fated ‘100- 
Day Government’ of July-October 1924. Davidovic and Radic had 
reached an agreement (in September) wherein the peasant party 
would take four portfolios in the Democrat-led government, bringing 
Radio’s party into government for the first time since the forming of the 
state. The agreement came in the wake of Radio’s supremely provoca- 
tive trip to the Soviet Union (June-August) during which he had 
attached his party to the Moscow-based Peasant International, the 
Krestintem, confirming for many the affinity between Radio’s republi- 
canism and Bolshevism. It all played into the hands of both Radio’s and 
Davidovic’s political opponents, which included King Alexander (who 
had only very reluctantly given the mandate to the Democrats in the 
summer of 1924), the Radicals of Nikola Pasic, and the newly formed 
‘Independent Democratic Party’ (SDS) of Svetozar Pribicevic, a break- 
away faction of the Democratic Party whose members were unhappy 
with the direction Davidovic had been taking vis-a-vis the constitution 
and Radic. Many veterans framed the crisis of 1924 as a conflict over 
the legacy of the war.^^ For Davidovic’s plea to breakdown the cate- 
gories of victor and defeated was interpreted by many Serbian veterans 
as a plea to dismantle the culture of liberation and unification, which 
they were unwilling to do. 

The manner in which the affair was settled vividly demonstrates the 
powerful new alliance between the king and the army, which was now 
largely purged of Black Handers - and backed by the Serbian veterans 
of the war, whose hostility to parliamentary politics per se and whose 
identification of the crown as a symbol of national unity strengthened 
Alexander’s hand considerably. As Branislav Gligorijevic has shown, 
Alexander’s actions at this time were largely informed by his lingering 
concerns about the army, its internal cliques and their potential role in the 
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resolution of the parliamentary crisis.^® Ever since the Salonika Trial 
Alexander had been acutely aware of the potential threat caused by the 
remnants of Unification or Death; for this reason, as we have seen, he 
had elevated his own camarilla, the White Hand, to the most influential 
positions in the army. And the prominence of Alexander’s praetorians 
would now, at this time of political crisis, pay dividends, enabling the king 
to impose his will on the politics of the state. For many officers were 
fiercely opposed to Davidovic’s rapprochement with Radic, holding the 
view that the peasant party was an anti-state force that threatened the 
integrity of the army and the monarchy. Moreover, officers associated 
with the White Hand believed that the advent of the Democratic Party 
government was an unwanted watershed in the history of the new state: 
Davidovic’s proposed new direction would open the doors of the national 
government to forces that were apparently opposed to the very state itself. 
This was not a matter of politics; rather it was a matter of defending 
liberation and unification, for just as the unity of the state was forged in 
war, now there would be recourse to warlike means in order to defend its 
existence. 

During the period of Davidovic’s government White Handers in the 
army began to distribute weapons to Chetniks, ORJUNA, and other 
(Serbian) militarist groups so that they could, when the time came, help 
to defend the state. Mobilized by a perceived threat to the integrity 
of the state, the correct course of action was not negotiation or com- 
promise but rather to take up arms. It was an attitude that undermined 
the very principles of parliamentary politics. It was also an attitude 
that aligned the army and patriotic and veterans’ associations with 
Alexander, since the king also desired national unity and increasingly 
saw the parliament as an obstacle to such unity. The crisis of 1924 was a 
pivotal moment in the political history of Yugoslavia: it seriously eroded 
the prestige of parliament and party politics, a prestige that was already 
in a parlous state. At the same time, it elevated the power of Alexander, 
who now understood that his actions against an increasingly unpopular 
parliament would have the backing of the army and of its officers, the 
Chetniks, ORJUNA, and at least the tacit approval of National 
Defence, the Union of Volunteers, and the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors. 
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The demise of Davidovic’s ‘ 1 00-Day Government’ showed how far the 
king, in league with the army, could influence the state’s politics. 
Davidovic’s fall was caused by the resignation of his Minister of the 
Army and Navy, Stevan Hadzic, an officer closely associated with the 
king and the White Hand. Hadzic’s professed reason for pulling out of 
government was his concern about Radio’s criticisms of the army (many 
of which were directed personally at Hadzic on account of his role as 
commander of the volunteer divisions during the war).^° It was in fact an 
example of collusion between the king and Hadzic, working together to 
remove a political opponent. The crisis had thus laid bare the sinews of 
power between the king and the army, and the lengths the king would go 
to redress the deficits of the parliamentary system. There could be little 
doubt now that the king had ensured the support of the army in any future 
political crisis. If Alexander had until then been uncertain of the relative 
strengths of the Black and White Hands within the army and the country, 
the support he received during the crisis must have dispelled such anx- 
ieties. Moreover, the various military-political combinations the king 
had experimented with during the crisis months had provided him with 
a blueprint for action should parliament become problematic in the 
coming years. Stevan Hadzic had played his ‘non-political’ part in bring- 
ing down Davidovic’s government in a most masterly way; his timely 
resignation had shown how a military figure - whose loyalties in fact lay 
with the king - could execute the knight’s move needed to assert the royal 
prerogative over parliament. 

The subsequent national elections, held in February 1925, showed just 
how inflamed tensions had become during the 1924 crisis. Pasic and 
Pribicevic campaigned amongst Serbs by presenting themselves as the 
rightful defenders of liberation and unification and of Serbia’s war 
victories. The country was once again in conflict, the sacrifices of the 
war years needed to be protected, the likes of Radic and Davidovic were 
enemies as menacing as Austria-Hungary and the Ottomans. Militarist 
and patriotic associations responded accordingly, and the elections of 
1925 were marked by violence and terror: in Dalmatia, the Croat lands, 
Bosnia, Vojvodina, and even in Serbia and Montenegro, with the Srpski 
knjizevni glasnik {The Serbian Literary Herald) speaking about the ‘gale of 
passion’ that was sweeping through the country as the elections drew 
closer.^^ The targets of this violence were often the members and sup- 
porters of the Croat Republican Peasant Party (HRSS), who were now 
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perceived by many as an outright threat to the state. The conflation 
between the peasant party and Bolshevism was still present, giving legal 
validation to the police and the gendarmes to intimidate and suppress 
peasant party members and their voters. 



Case study: National Defence during the 1924-1925 
crisis 

National Defence (Narodna odbrana) was a patriotic association that 
presented itself as the successor of the pre-war Serbian nationalist 
association that had carried out clandestine operations in Habsburg 
Bosnia on the eve of the First World War.^^ Members of the association’s 
central council in the 1 920s included Ivan Ribar, Stevan Hadzic, disabled 
veteran leader Bozidar Nedic, ORJUNA leader Ljubo Leotnic, and 
the Chetnik leaders Kosta Milovanovic-Pecanac and Ilija Trifunovic- 
Bircanin (whose post-war careers are examined in Chapter 3). Before 
1914, National Defence’s primary aim had been to promote Serbian 
interests in Habsburg Bosnia, and for its efforts the association was 
mentioned in the Austro-Hungarian ultimatum to Serbia of July 
1914.^^ Pre-war infamy in Vienna equalled post-war distinction in 
Belgrade, and there were many in Yugoslavia who looked favourably 
on National Defence as an instrument of liberation and uniflcation. 

The association’s re-emergence in the post-1918 period was related to 
the many problems of the post-war period, which, according to the 
group’s members, necessitated a second incarnation of National 
Defence. The historian Ljubodrag Dimic notes how 

National Defence began its work the moment it realized that state powers were 
not sufficient to protect the national and cultural interests of the ‘tri-nominal 
people’ and that therefore support was needed from a private initiative.^® 

Or as the prominent member of National Defence and secondary school 
teacher Velibor Jonic puts it. 

With the creation of the Kingdom of SCS [Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes] it looked 
as if the work of National Defence was finally done. But immediately after the 
wave of euphoria, it was seen that negative forces were already in action."*^ 
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These negative forces were manifested in ‘tribal’ and ‘partisan’ battles; 
battles, that is, between the three ‘tribes’ of Yugoslavia, and between its 
political parties.^® National Defence hoped to transcend these divisions 
through the creation of a synthetic ‘Yugoslav culture’.^® The declared 
goal of National Defence wherever it was active, then, was to strengthen 
the Yugoslav national component. According to its statute. National 
Defence would ‘organize action to protect [the] nation from external 
and internal anti-state, destructive, and defeatist elements’. This would 
be achieved by ‘spreading a unified national consciousness in our nation 
and developing a spirit of solidarity in it against all a-national and destruc- 
tive elements in the country’. And yet this post-war Yugoslavism was, in 
essence, the same thing as the association’s pre-war nationalism. As one 
leading member of the association, writing in the 1 930s, put it, ‘in order 
to save our society from moral decline. National Defence first of all set 
itself the task of awakening as soon as possible our pre-war nationalism’.®^ 
The values that needed to be inculcated in Yugoslavia were to be found in 
Serbia’s national revolution and in its liberation and unification of all 
South Slavs. National Defence was a proponent of the Serbian culture of 
victory. 

The members of National Defence were somewhat divided over their 
association’s role in the crisis of 1 924. Their divisions say much about the 
legacy of the Salonika Trial, the rivalry between Black and White Hands, 
and the resolution of these matters in the national crises of the 1920s. 
According to Ivan Ribar, there was in National Defence a contingent of 
White Handers calling for the association to step into the political life of 
the kingdom in support of some kind of authoritarian solution to the 
crisis, one that would be orchestrated by the king.®^ The most prominent 
supporters of this course of action were Edo Lukinic, head of National 
Defence’s Zagreb branch, and Pavle Jurisic-Sturm. 

Jurisic-Sturm’s unusual career is worth recounting: born in Prussian 
Silesia to Sorb parents, he had trained at the Prussian Military Academy 
but subsequently volunteered to serve in the Serbian army, fighting 
in both the Balkan wars and the First World War and serving as 
King Peter’s adjunct. Jurisic-Sturm embraced his adopted nationality 
with all the zeal of a convert, ‘Serbianizing’ his name from Paulus 
Sturm to Pavle Jurisic-Sturm (‘Pavle’, Paulus; and ‘Jurisic’ from the 
Serbian word ‘juris’, equivalent to the German word ‘Sturm’ - storm. 
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or onslaught), becoming a court favourite and one of the leading figures 
in the White Hand. 

At the time of the 1924 crisis Jurisic-Sturm wrote a pamphlet outlining 
his thoughts on the political problems that had gripped the country since 
the end of the war. It was, he argued, quite right that Yugoslavia remained 
divided into victorious and defeated sides: the problem was not the 
existence of such divisions, but rather that the victors had been insuffi- 
ciently assertive since 1918, leading to a break in continuity with pre-war 
‘revolutionary Sumadija’ which had allowed the war’s defeated parties 
(e.g. the ‘defeatist’ Stjepan Radic) to regroup. Jurisic-Sturm reminded 
his readers of how the wartime generation, his generation, were the heirs 
not just of 1914-1918, but of all Serbia’s revolutionary advances since 
1804,^^ going on to contrast the focus and drive of pre-war Serbia with 
the disorientation of the post-war period. Despite what Davidovic 
might say, liberation and unification was not the cause of Yugoslavia’s 
problems, rather it was the solution. Jurisic-Sturm hailed a ‘new mission’ 
for National Defence, one which would see the association enter a poli- 
tical life in order to help enforce the spirit of liberation and unification and 
to erase the party political differences which had blighted the state since 
1918.^® 

And yet White Handers such as Jurisic-Sturm were not the only 
faction within National Defence. The activist approach to solving the 
national crisis was staunchly opposed by the aged Vojvoda Stepa 
Stepanovic, a grandee of the association. Since leaving the army’s active 
list at the end of 1 9 1 9 Stepanovic had lived quietly in the small Serbian 
town of Cacak, neither participating nor commenting on the country’s 
public life or politics. Following the death of Zivojin Misic in 1921, 
Stepa Stepanovic and Petar Bojovic were the only two remaining 
Vojvoda,^^ and Stepanovic’s high position in National Defence (he 
became the association’s lifetime president in 1926) was apparently 
an honorific, an acknowledgement of the importance of Serbia’s mili- 
tary traditions and of liberation and unification. Aside from being one 
of the most celebrated heroes of liberation and unification, Stepanovic 
was a former Black Hander who had been critical of the treatment of 
Apis at the Salonika Trial of 1917. 

Alexander had met with Stepanovic at the beginning of the crisis, a 
matter of days before Alexander reluctantly gave Ljubomir Davidovic the 
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mandate to form a government. Perhaps Alexander’s solution to the 
crisis was to offer Stepanovic the post of non-party prime minister in a 
concentration government. With his lack of party political affiliation and 
his prestige as a Serbian war hero Stepanovic was suitable material for a 
unifying figurehead in government. But then there was also the matter of 
Stepanovic’s association with Unification or Death before and during the 
First World War, which had no doubt also been factored in by Alexander. 
Perhaps reaching out to Stepanovic in this way was a means of placating 
the supporters of Apis, of whom Alexander, apparently, remained wary. 
Perhaps Alexander merely wanted to enquire as to the position of 
National Defence and/or what was left of Unification or Death in any 
further moves he made towards resolving the political crisis. In any case, 
an agreement appears to have been reached between Alexander and 
Stepanovic that was acceptable to both sides, with National Defence 
playing no active role in the resolution of the crisis, but offering no 
resistance to Alexander going forward, either. The association’s position 
of detachment from national politics was adopted also by the Association 
of Reserve Officers and Warriors and the Union of Volunteers.^® 

Following the crisis of 1924 and the elections of 1925, National 
Defence adopted a kind of passive opposition to the parliamentary system 
and remained critical of party politics for the rest of the decade. In the 
latter part of the 1920s National Defence’s political anti-liberalism 
became even more pronounced. For this association, the problem 
remained one of first principles: Yugoslavia’s political institutions were 
formed in the absence of a unitary culture; they were not animated by the 
spirit of Yugoslavism and, because of this, they merely worsened existing 
divisions: ‘Because of parties, a son does not talk to a father, a brother 
with a brother, a friend with a friend. Politics as such was the problem, 
even though the association’s leaders were at pains to point out, in accord 
with the precedent set by Stepanovic in 1924, that ‘National Defence has 
nothing to do with politics’ because ‘the Nation is one, whole, and 
indivisible’.®' National Defence stood for unity in a divided state, and 
for all that had been gained in the wars of liberation and unification, 
something had also been lost. 

Yugoslavia’s problems were always refracted through the culture of 
victory. National Defence members frequently compared a glorious past 
with a fallen present: as Danilo Vulovic noted, in pre-war Serbia there had 
been a sense of purpose and unity, ‘Every Serb in that stormy pre-war 
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time had been a politician and a diplomat, a soldier and a statesmen’, yet 
with the war and with liberation and unification came an undesirable 
consequence, ‘numerous war profiteers, ruthless self-servers’.®^ Like the 
Association of Reserve Officers, National Defence felt that post-war 
society in Yugoslavia favoured the worst class of people to the detriment 
of the best. This anti-liberalism led to National Defence praising the 
achievements of authoritarian regimes in Greece, and even the fascist 
regime in Italy. Thus, those who saw Mussolini’s movement as a ‘comic 
operetta’ missed its ‘bitter truths’: 

Today’s Italy no longer has an5hhing in common with Giolotti, Orlando, Nitti, 
and other political cadavers [. . .] What preceded Mussolini? The rot of political 
parties in Italy. What preceded Panaglos in republican Greece? The rot of political 
parties.®^ 

There were lessons here for Yugoslavia, too. But despite being 
impressed by Fascism’s ability to free Italians from the dictatorship of 
party politics, only a minority of the membership of National Defence 
were outright supporters of the radical right in the 1920s, as we shall 
see. Italy was, after all, Yugoslavia’s most threatening neighbour, its 
biggest enemy on the European stage. Moreover, National Defence, 
like the majority of the Serbian wartime generation, strongly identified 
with its wartime allies France and Great Britain and was opposed to any 
kind of revisionism. Yugoslavia’s borders and those of post-war Europe 
were not in question: National Defence was satisfied with the status quo 
post helium; indeed, it was ready to oppose those who sought to change 
post-war borders. Mussolini merely provided an example of how to 
galvanize the national spirit of a country and how to free it from the 
divisive influence of party politics. And when the time came, so, too, 
did Alexander, for National Defence welcomed the dictatorship in 
1929 (although eventually becoming an opponent of the government 
line during the period of the revived, truncated party system of the 
latter part of the 1930s). Given the prominence of Black Handers 
such as Stepanovic in National Defence, their support for Alexander’s 
dictatorship in 1929 is a significant turning point, and speaks to the 
cumulative failures of the parliamentary period in Yugoslavia, failures 
so acute that they could even bring together once rival military cliques 
such as the Black and White Hands. 

How representative were the anti-parliamentary attitudes of National 
Defence’s leaders and membership in relation to the remainder of 
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Serbian veterans’ and patriotic associations? Complaints about the 
parliamentary system were rife throughout such associations, as they 
were, for that matter, amongst the population more generally. What 
galvanized Serbian veterans’ complaints about the parliamentary system 
was the feeling that the inability of party politics to bring the country 
together was jeopardizing their war sacrifice, that it was fracturing the 
liberation and unification for which they had fought from 1912 to 1918. 
For groups such as the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors this 
was demonstrated in the inability of successive governments to deliver 
legislation on veteran welfare and social care. For associations like 
National Defence the sacred cause for which they had strived before 
1914, the unity of all Serbs/South Slavs, was now imperilled from within 
by politicians. 



Conclusion 

The decennial celebrations of liberation and unification took place in 
1928, amid much official and semi-official ceremony. Euphoria was 
mixed with the sober realization that the first ten years of the state’s life 
had been a great disappointment: the years after the war had been 
blighted by seemingly endless political and national crises, including 
the one the country was going through at that very time. Along with 
parades and festivities, there were numerous commemorative volumes 
and editions marking ten years since Serbia’s victory and the creation 
of Yugoslavia. In one, published in Subotica, the author, reflecting 
on the glory of the war years and the misery of what came next, looked 
over at Czechoslovakia, an apparent success story, and wondered why 
that state had fared so much better than his own. ‘Our friends the 
Czechoslovaks have no Kajmakcalan, no Mackov Kamen. It does not 
stop them from being united and enjoying a better voice on the world’s 
stage than us.’®^ His words sum up a decade of naivety, a decade of 
thinking that Serbian war victories such as Kajmakcalan and Mackov 
Kamen would bind the South Slavs into a national whole, a decade 
of thinking that liberation and unification would knit the country’s 
subjects tighter together. 

The successor states of New Europe owed their existence to the war: 
and the culture of victory was inscribed into their foundations in the 
1920s. Since the Paris peace conferences this culture of victory had 
been deployed as a means of gaining legitimacy in post-war Europe, of 
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expressing solidarity with - and therefore gaining diplomatic support 
from - victor states such as Great Britain, France, and the United 
States. Was this tenable in the long term? The increasing reluctance 
of Great Britain and (especially) France to extend support to their allies 
in central and eastern Europe meant that the diplomatic capital to be 
earned from the culture of victory was significantly less than had been 
expected at the beginning of the interwar period. And there remained 
the problem of the fault-lines of the war, the urgent need for cultural 
demobilization, which was being hampered by the continued privil- 
eging of the culture of victory. The disadvantages of this strategy surely 
outweighed the advantages. 

In Yugoslavia, the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors 
attempted to breach the divide separating Austro-Hungarian and 
Serbian veterans without sacrificing the primacy of Serbia’s war victory 
in the new states it was an awkward task that generated serious tensions 
amongst veterans. Nevertheless, as we shall see, the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors was one of the more reconciliatory 
associations in the interwar period, its efforts to include Austro- 
Hungarian veterans in the celebration of liberation and unification 
appear to have been sincere. The limits of their success speak to the 
limits of the culture of liberation and unification - the culture of 
Serbia’s war victory - in reconciling veterans mobilized on opposing 
sides during the war years. 

All this seems fairly straightforward, but the tensions between the 
reserve officers and Serbian war veterans on one side and the state itself 
on the other are perhaps more surprising, given the common desire to 
elevate the Serbian war sacrifice to a central position in Yugoslavia. Yet 
many veterans felt that national politics, that is, party politics, were a 
corrosive influence on the state. It seemed increasingly clear to the 
members of this association that parliament was unable to provide a 
welfare programme that satisfied the majority of veterans, proof that an 
ungrateful political class of ‘profiteers’ and ‘parvenus’ had no respect 
for the wartime sacrifice. Veterans had to wait for their laws whilst 
coalitions were formed and broken, political factions aligned and 
realigned, and governments were formed and fell. The political process 
itself was believed to be largely responsible for this, and many former 
soldiers held that the faulty parliamentary system was an unworthy 
return on their sacred wartime sacrifice, they compared party divisions 
unfavourably with the unity of Serbia at war and with unifying symbols 
such as the dynasty. And after all, liberation and unification belonged to 
war veterans first and foremost; it had been realized through their blood 
sacrifice, not that of the politicians. 
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Avowed patriotism and hostility to the state’s national institutions 
went hand in hand for many veterans of liberation and unification. 
It was one of the key institutional failures of Yugoslavia in the first 
post-war decade that the country’s parliamentary system lacked the 
support of patriotic and veterans’ associations. Instead of working 
with the country’s politics, many veterans identified the parliament as 
one of their new ‘internal enemies’. As a decade of political failure wore 
on, these complaints had the potential to calcify into something even 
harder: perhaps, after all, it was the parliamentary system itself that was 
obstructing that unification, one of the sacred pillars of the Serbian 
victory. Participation in the political processes of the new state should 
have helped re-integrate veterans into civilian life, yet patriotic organi- 
zations such as the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors 
and National Defence were at odds with the country’s politicians and 
identified the parliament as one of the sources of their unhappy post- 
war predicament. These critical stances towards parliamentary politics 
were thrown into sharp relief during the crisis of 1924-1925, a crisis 
which also served to strengthen Alexander’s ties with patriotic associa- 
tions and with the military, and to embolden him to act more decisively 
against civilian leaders in the future, should the need arise. The position 
of National Defence demonstrates how, in a showdown between the 
Crown and the Parliament, patriotic and veterans’ associations would 
not move against the king. In the party politics, they saw the under- 
mining of their wartime sacrifice^ in Alexander, they saw its potential 
redemption. 
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Resurrecting Lazar 

Modernization, medievalization, and the Chetniks 
in the ‘classical south’ 



Introduction 

The structure of liberation and unification had more than one layer: 
Serbia had gone to war in 1912 to liberate only their unredeemed lands 
in the Ottoman Balkans, that is, to advance the process of Serbian 
national integration by extending the borders of the state southwards. 
But this conflict had led on virtually without interruption to the First 
World War, characterized by the Serbs as a war for the liberation and 
unification of all South Slavs. After 1918, then, two state-Znation-building 
projects proceeded simultaneously: that of creating a South Slav state, 
and that of Serbia completing the nationalization of territories won in 
the Balkan wars of 1912-1913, ‘Kosovo’ and ‘Macedonia’: the so-called 
‘classical south’ of Serbia. There were two apparently contradictory 
aspects to this drive: nationalists considered the classical south of Serbia 
to be the cradle of medieval Serbian civilization, a civilization which 
needed to be restored and protected in the wake of liberation and uni- 
fication; however, these regions were amongst the most backward in the 
South Slav state, their modernization was also an urgent requirement. 
These two processes, modernization and medievalization, entwined and 
were carried out simultaneously in the 1920s; both, in fact, failed. 

Serbian state-builders and their supporters understood that in order to 
permanently integrate these regions into Serbia proper, it would be 
necessary to impress a Serbian character upon them. It was not enough, 
nor had it ever been enough, to win these territories through military 
might alone; it was necessary also to win the battle for their national 
identity. As the eminent Serbian ethno-geographer Jovan Cvijic put it, 
‘the first state that occupies Macedonia for an extended period [za duze 
vreme] will give it its lasting character’.^ Now, in the wake of liberation 



^ Jovan Cvijicj ‘O jadranskom i makedonskom pitanju’, cited in Jovan Bajic, ‘Stevan Simic, 
kultumi i knjizevni poslenik’, in Vladimir Cvetanovic (ed.)j Knjizevnost Stare ijuzne Srbije 
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and unification, it was hoped that the programme pursued with such 
vigour by the Serbian nationalizing state and its activists before the war 
could be brought to completion. War veterans’ and patriotic associa- 
tions played an important role in this work, as willing volunteers in the 
nationalization of the southern territories through cultural work and 
activism, and as part of the official policy of internal colonization. But 
here, as elsewhere, post-war disappointments created animosity towards 
the state’s politics. 

The first part of this chapter tells the story of the failed nationalization 
drive in the classical south of Yugoslavia and the role of war veterans’ and 
patriotic associations in this drive, a role that led to yet more animosity 
between the state and former soldiers. The chapter’s second part deals 
with the Chetnik associations, the veterans’/patriotic societies that 
claimed a heritage with the pre-war anti-Ottoman guerrillas discussed in 
Chapter 1 and that played an important part in the nationalizing projects 
in the southern regions after 1918. Unlike the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors, the Chetnik associations and their leaders were 
ready to accept violence as a necessary component of post-war life in 
Yugoslavia; violence as a weapon that could be wielded against political 
opponents, and one that they wielded readily during the 1920s. The story 
of their violent engagement in party politics during the 1920s takes us 
through to the suspension of parliament and the introduction of 
Alexander’s dictatorship at the beginning of 1929. It therefore rounds 
out the story of the long-term roots of Alexander’s dictatorship and the 
collapse of liberal political institutions in the first ten years after the end of 
the war. 



The classical south 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Christian-populated 
Ottoman Balkans had been the focus of much of the Serbian nationalizing 
state’s energies. At various times political, cultural, and military elites 
were mobilized towards their liberation from Ottoman rule and their 
unification into the Serbian state. This modern national mission had its 
medieval aspect, too: national awakeners depicted these lands as the 
cradle of medieval Serbian civilization: Kosovo was the site of the 
Serbian ruler ‘Tsar’ Lazar’s epoch-making defeat by the Ottomans in 
1389, whilst the Serbian emperor Dusan the Mighty had been crowned 
in Skopje; much of Serbia’s medieval ecclesiastical heritage was located 
here in the so-called ‘classical south’. And in Kosovo, the Serbs had their 
own ‘culture of defeat’, for the memory of the defeat of Lazar’s armies 
against the Ottomans in the fourteenth century was central to the 
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programme of national awakeners in Serbia at the turn of the nineteenth 
and the beginning of the twentieth centuries. Indeed, Serbian epic poetry 
had spoken of the Battle of the Field of Blackbirds (Kosovo polje) in terms 
remarkably similar to those outlined by Wolfgang Schivelbusch: Lazar’s 
defeat, and that of the Serbian people, was temporal, earthly; whereas his 
forthcoming victory would be eternal, heavenly.^ 

The victories of 1912-1918, then, meant the redemption of the med- 
ieval Serbian state. As we saw in Chapter 1, when the battle for possession 
of these lands intensified in the decade before the outbreak of the first 
Balkan war, nationalists, with the backing of the Serbian state itself, had 
used both cultural and military means to stake a Serbian claim on these 
lands; for example, promoting national propaganda in schools and 
churches whilst simultaneously funding, or serving in, Chetnik paramili- 
tary groups. The battle for the Ottoman Balkans was a many-sided 
military struggle, but it was also a battle for the hearts and minds of an 
undifferentiated Christian population that had ‘vegetated’ for many years 
in the Ottoman Millet system. Once these territories had been incorpo- 
rated into Yugoslavia, there was no ambiguity as to whom they belonged: 
the official designation of the formerly Ottoman Balkans was ‘southern 
Serbia’ (with the area around Kosovo polje sometimes referred to as ‘Old 
Serbia’), and ‘southern Serbia’ was to be assimilated completely into 
Serbia proper.^ It was the continuation of a programme that had begun 
in earnest at the turn of the century. 

Yet for all the glorification of the classical south, the reality was that 
the newly associated regions were the most backward territories in 
Yugoslavia: largely untouched by modernization, lacking basic infrastruc- 
ture and sanitation and with higher illiteracy levels than anywhere else 
in the country. Even the prized ecclesiastical treasures of the region, the 
Serbian monasteries, were in a worryingly dilapidated condition. All 
this diluted the supposed Serbian character of these regions, as did the 
presence of what state-builders called ‘a-national’ elements, whose resis- 
tance to Yugoslavia created serious security problems in the years after 
the war. The cause of the southern regions, of restructuring the formerly 
Ottoman Balkans so that it adhered to modern national requirements and 
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to its supposed medieval past, became the cause of a significant number 
of the veterans of liberation and unification. Many of them had been 
national activists before 1912: teachers, priests, and Chetnik guerrillas 
that had battled against Ottoman authorities and rival Balkan nationali- 
zers in order to secure the lands for the Serbian state. They remained 
mobilized throughout the 1920s, since the work they had started here at 
the beginning of the century was yet unfinished. 

The revival of medieval traditions gave meaning to these ongoing 
battles, just as such traditions had given meaning to the Serbian cause 
here during the wars of 1912-1918. It rooted contemporary Serbian 
claims to the region in an immutable past, bestowing meaning upon 
wartime sacrifices and those of the future, and creating a sense of histor- 
ical continuity and of a sacred mission in the southern regions. This 
process of medievalization was broadly similar to that identified by 
Stefan Goebel in his comparative study of Germans and Britons at 
war.^ In the case of Germany and Great Britain the medievalization of 
war commemoration helped to place the rupture of the war years into a 
longer-term historical continuity, supposedly stretching back many cen- 
turies. In the case of Serbia and Serbian war veterans, the process of 
medievalization had two aims: in the first place, it created an official, 
historical justification for the regions’ complete integration into Serbia in 
the years after the war; in the second place it was a means for Serbian 
veterans and national workers to sacrilize their war sacrifice and their 
continued activism after 1918. 

Thus, the state invoked these nationalist spirits, using the policy of 
internal colonization to despatch former soldiers and Chetniks to the 
south. They also, occasionally, used Chetniks to help bring ‘a-national’ 
elements in the region to heel, a kind of continuation of the policies 
pursued by the pre-war Serbian nationalizing state before 1914. Butthe 
state’s failures to fully nationalize the classical south in the years after 
the war alienated many of the national workers who had taken up the 
cause in these regions. The deal between the state and its veterans in the 
south was a Faustian pact, for the demons of nationalism were more 
easily raised than they were exorcised. When party political affairs and 
corruption stained the nationalist cause in the south, or when the army 
tried to rein in overzealous Chetnik paramilitaries, tensions between 
national workers and the state heightened. By the end of the 1920s, the 
nationalizing project in the south was clearly failing; the medieval 
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Serbian utopia was far from realized. The failure had serious ramifica- 
tions in the 1930s, as the state paid dearly for maintaining a high level 
of mobilization amongst Serbian veterans in the south but failing to 
deliver on their expectations. 



Serbia as civilization: state-building in the south 

Whatever its supposed medieval singularity, the classical south was, 
like many peripheries and borderlands in the new nation-states of eastern 
and central Europe, a national territory that bore a markedly non-national 
imprint. It was a cause of insecurity for state-builders throughout 
the region: although territories had been won in war or at the peace 
conferences, national minorities were present - sometimes even in the 
majority - throughout eastern European nation states, as were their 
churches, schools, languages, and societies. State-builders in Romania, 
Poland, and, to a lesser extent, in Czechoslovakia worked hard to sup- 
press these non-national cultures and to ‘nationalize’ territories won 
at the end of the war. The landscape of eastern European borderlands 
and peripheries would, it was hoped, be transformed, ‘Romanianized’, 
‘Polonized’, or ‘Serbianized’ by suppressing or even erasing the culture of 
other national or ethnic groups, and by promoting one’s own.^ Such 
policies were often met with violent resistance. 

The southern regions were thus the focus of an ambitious and compre- 
hensive programme of modernization and nationalization in the 1920s. 
In the years after the war, the state built hospitals in the south to combat 
diseases such as tuberculosis and malaria. A modern (if corrupt) 
bureaucracy was installed in the region. Money was invested in schools - 
especially primary schools - and new reading rooms were opened, in the 
hope of bringing down the region’s high illiteracy rates.® A philology 
faculty, affiliated with the university in Belgrade, opened in Skopje. 
A centrepiece of cultural life in this city was the (Serbian) National 
Theatre, originally opened in 1913, soon after the second Balkan 
war. The celebrated Serbian comic playwright Branislav Nusic was 
instrumental in establishing the theatre in Skopje, and served as its 
first post-war director. The theatre’s maiden performance was a 
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dramatic re-enactment of the crowning of Emperor Dusan the Mighty, 
the medieval ruler whose reign was glorified by nineteenth-century 
national awakeners. This was suitable fare for a national theatre in a 
region set for assimilation into Serbia proper, and patriotic perfor- 
mances continued to be held at the theatre throughout the interwar 
period. Such projects were the handmaids of nationalization: just as 
Dusan the Mighty was resurrected to walk the boards at the national 
theatre, so pupils would learn about the luminaries of Serbian history 
(and were often taught by former Chetniks) . Official money would go to 
Serbian cultural associations^ reading rooms were for reading Serbian 
books and pamphlets, and so on. The new civilization in the south 
would, over time, squeeze out its a-national rivals. 

Because of their backwardness, the southern regions attracted the 
attention of humanitarian and charitable associations whose work could 
also serve the nationalizing agenda. The Serbian national workers who 
were active in the south in the 1920s adhered to the same dynamic of 
promoting one’s own culture whilst committing violence against rival 
cultures. If, during 1912-1918, the emphasis had been on destruction, 
in the post-war period, it shifted to creating a new (Serbian) civilization. 

Just as before the war, a number of nationalistic publications, journals, 
and calendars were in circulation in these regions. Their titles often 
suggested their content: Velika Srbija (Great Serbia, a newspaper that 
had been in print at the front at Salonika) Juzna zvezda (The Southern 
Star), Srpsko Kosovo (Serbian Kosovo), Juzna Srbija (Southern Serbia), 
Juzni pregled (Southern View), to name but a few. These journals, and 
others like them, featured articles that promoted the innately Serbian 
character of the regions in question and highlighted the challenges of 
their nationalization, now that they had been re-attached to the Serbian 
state. 

Veterans of liberation and unification who wrote about the challenges 
of the south included Stevan Simic and Stanislav Krakov. Both men had 
been Chetniks before and during the wars of liberation and unification; 
both were ‘national workers’ in the fullest sense of the word. Simic, who 
had once been a pupil of Jovan Cvijic, joined the Chetnik council in 
Belgrade whilst still a student and had the distinction of being sentenced 
to death by the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization 
(IMRO) for his role in Serbia’s war in the south. ' In the post-war period, 
Simic became a school teacher, and later a director of a number of schools 
in the region; he also wrote extensively and critically about political and 
official corruption down south. 
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Krakov, author and editor of the newspaper Vreme, often emphasized 
in his articles the continued security threats Serbs faced in the region, 
writing about the need to organize armed or paramilitary defences 
against those threats. Krakov was calling for a continued role for the 
Chetniks in the southern regions. But paramilitarism was only one 
prong of the nationalizing advance in the south, and Krakov could 
work with pen as well as sword: his book Through Southern Serbia 
(1926) was a kind of ethnographic survey of the newly associated 
regions in the south in which Krakov both hailed their Serbian medieval 
heritage and regretted the damage it had suffered at the hands of 
Germans and Bulgarians during 1912-1918. As the editor of Vreme, 
at the beginning of the 1 930s, Krakov printed a series of articles whose 
aim was to draw attention to the dilapidated state of ecclesiastical 
heritage in the ‘classical south’ of Serbia, with the intention of putting 
this right. His most urgent concern was the restoration of the Serbian 
Patriarchate of Pec (in today’s Kosovo), ‘our Vatican’ whose frescoes 
‘testify to our great culture, our magnificent renaissance’. Perhaps 
an association could be formed for the purpose, inspired by the 
‘Association against Bulgarian Bandits [a Serbian paramilitary associa- 
tion active in the south] who are saving South Serbia from Bulgarian 
komitadji’.^ Otherwise incongruous occupations, the restoration of 
medieval frescoes and the waging of a paramilitary campaign were 
quite in harmony for national workers such as Krakov. His campaign 
prompted a lengthy discussion in the national press about the restora- 
tion of Serbia’s medieval heritage in the south.® 

Serbia’s victories of 1912-1918 became a feature of the landscape of 
the south through the raising of war monuments. Throughout the coun- 
try, as we have seen, commemoration and war monuments to liberation 
and unification were intended for the edification of future generations 
of South Slavs, so that they would understand the sacrifice upon which 
the state had been built. Like trophies, war monuments staked a 
Serbian claim on the newly associated regions; they served as a remin- 
der to ‘a-national’ elements about who had won the war and to whom 
this territory belonged. Indeed, the entire commemorative cycle of 
liberation and unification had begun in the south: the first Serbian 
victories of the first Balkan war took place here. Thus, in 1922, the 
decennial celebration of the Serbian army’s victory at Kumanovo 
started a wave of war commemorations that would last almost the entire 
decade.^® 



® Vreme, 4 February 1930. ^ See, e.g. Misao, February 1930. 

On the Kumanovo celebrations, see AJ 69-55-76. 
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The records of the Royal Court are full of examples of war monu- 
ments raised with the intention of Serbianizing the south. Thus, the 
unveiling of a monument in Skopje to soldiers that had fallen in the wars 
during 1912-1918, an initiative of the ‘Association of Demobilized 
Salonikan Warriors in Skopje’, was also an occasion to remind people 
of the city’s medieval Serbian heritage. As the president of the associa- 
tion, Mladen Zivanovic, put it, Serbians had waited over five centuries 
to raise this monument, the first in Skopje since liberation and unifica- 
tion, which would serve as a ‘temple of pious gratitude’ to those who 
had died during 1912-1918.^^ The distant and recent periods of 
Serbian history were seamlessly woven together. The self-explanatorily 
named ‘Committee for the Raising of a Monument to Serbian Heroes 
of 20 March who were Raided by Bulgarian Bandits on Good Friday’, 
based in Strumica, pondered whether their proposed monument 
should take the form of an Orthodox chapel or a pyramid. The former 
could be used by Serbian widows whose husbands had been killed in the 

war, which was an advantage; and a Serbian Orthodox chapel would 
serve as a reminder to ‘a-national elements’ about whose territory this 

was. The Royal Court helped the committee out with money, and 
suggested raising an abstract monument, a pyramid, since there were 
already a number of Serbian chapels in the vicinity, and there was a 
concern that yet another might be used by people who had no link to 
1912-1918, diluting its importance as a monument to war.^^ 

The pyramid, in fact, proved a popular form: possibly because it was 
easy to reproduce and its lack of functionality ensured it would not be 
used for profane purposes. But pyramids were abstract, a quality that 
threatened to obscure their meaning as war monuments, therefore they 
were often adorned with more easily identifiable symbols of liberation and 
unification.^^ In 1927, in the village of Crna Trava, a white marble 
pyramid was raised in commemoration of 180 fallen Serbian soldiers. 
Along with their names, it featured a cross, an eagle, and a relief of King 
Peter. The unveiling of a monument to Vojvoda Jovan Stojkovic 
‘Babunski’ by the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, in 
Veles, in October 1924, presented an opportunity to praise the Chetnik 
leader’s efforts for the liberation of ‘old Serbian Veles’ and to criticize the 

" AJ 74-98-12. AJ 74-98-20. 
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post-war neglect of Serbian war veterans, to attack those who ‘too easily 
forget great sufferings and the streams of spilt Serbian blood’. Similarly, 
the remains of Chetnik leader Vojin Popovic (Vojvoda Vuk), buried 
during the war at Salonika, were brought back to Serbia in order to rebury 
him and raise a monument in his honour.^® 

There was humanitarian and charitable activism in the south, 
too, typically carried out by women’s associations such as the ‘Society 
of Duchess Ljubica’, the ‘Association of Southern Women’, and the 
‘Circle of Serbian Sisters’. This last association was the largest and most 
important of the women’s association in Yugoslavia. It had, in fact, been 
active in the Ottoman Balkans since 1 903, sending financial and material 
donations to schools and hospitals. Following the Austro-Hungarian 
attack on Serbia, the Circle of Serbian Sisters relocated (from Belgrade) 
to the wartime capital (until 1915) Nis, where its members worked in 
the town’s hospital, collecting money and clothes for wounded soldiers. 
Their concern with the welfare of disabled veterans continued after 1918: 
the association was instrumental in opening the first ‘Invalid Home’ in 
Yugoslavia, in Zemun, in March 1919. ‘Without this home’, claimed the 
association, ‘Serbian invalids, when they arrive in Belgrade, would be on 
the streets’. The invalid home also featured a school for the blind used by 
disabled veterans who had lost their sight during the war. 

The Circle of Serbian Sisters also made provision for the families of 
Serbian soldiers killed during the wars, and for war orphans. From 1923 
onwards, and due to ‘changed circumstances’, the association worked for 
the ‘general maintenance of patriotism and national consciousness’ 
throughout the country.'® This meant the extension of their humanitar- 
ian work to cover not just the southern territories but the whole of the 
country, in the hope that Yugoslavia could be imbued with a national 
spirit in the same manner as the south. The philanthropic work of the 
Circle of Serbian Sisters had a nationalist agenda, too. On this, the 
attitudes of Natalija Zrnic, the Serb woman who spent the war years in 
Bulgarian-occupied Vranje, are representative of the membership of the 
Serbian sisters. Natalija saw her membership of the Circle of Serbian 
Sisters as part of a nationalist duty towards the unredeemed Serbian lands 
in the Ottoman south. Her concerns at the backwardness of the towns, 
villages, and most of all peoples in these parts were the concerns of a 
nationalist fearful of scattering seed onto barren lands. 

Srpsko Kosovo, 15 January 1925. AJ 69-157-242. 

Vadar: Kalendar Kolo srpskih sestara (Belgrade), 1921. 
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J. A. Irvine and C. S. Lilly (eds.), Natalija: Life in the Balkan Povider Keg 1880-1956 

(Budapest and New York: Central European University Press, 2008). 



Modernization, medievalization, and the Chetniks 



91 



The Circle of Serbian Sisters was a distinctly patriarchal and conservative 
force in the interwar period; its members concentrated on humanitarian 
and charitable work rather than women’s rights. In this way, they rein- 
forced traditional notions of women as carers and nurturers rather than 
promoting gender equality. It seems, for example, that the Circle of Serbian 
Sisters took little interest in the question of women’s rights to vote in 
Yugoslavia. In fact, the question of women’s suffrage had been raised in 
the constituent assembly in 1920. Most parties had been in favour of 
extending the vote to women; nevertheless, the Radicals, who were 
opposed to an extension, had won the day. They argued that women 
were ‘not ready’ to vote, and that allowing them to do so would disrupt 
traditional family values and have a negative effect on society. It was 
especially important to reconstruct traditional ties, argued the Radicals, 
following the devastation of the First World War. Women, like soldiers and 
(initially at least) national minorities, were disenfranchised in Yugoslavia. 

The Circle of Serbian Sisters did not enjoin the battle for women’s 
suffrage, however. Winning the vote became the main goal of the feminist 
movement in the interwar period; it headed the agenda of the ‘Society for 
the Enlightenment of Women and the Protection of the Rights’, the largest 
feminist group in Yugoslavia. Franchise extension was a constant theme in 
the articles of their journal, Zenski pokret (The Women ’s Movement), and the 
association hosted lectures by sympathetic public figures. But more tradi- 
tionalist groups such as the Circle of Serbian Sisters dwarfed the feminist 
movement. Women remained disenfranchised throughout the lifetime of 
the interwar state. Tito’s socialists would take up the matter during and 
after the Second World War, pointing to the active role played by women in 
their movement in order to emphasize the differences between their own 
progressive attitudes concerning gender relations and politics and the 
conservatism of the interwar state. But in the interwar period liberation 
and unification privileged the male sacrifice over that of the female, and 
humanitarian groups such as the Circle of Serbian Sisters actively rein- 
forced traditional roles of women as caregivers and nurmrers. As we shall 
see in the following chapters, this pattern of gender relations was duplicated 
amongst Austro-Hungarian veterans. 



Internal colonization: the southern regions 

Private and official attempts at nationalization met in Yugoslavia’s 
programme of internal colonization of the southern regions. Agrarian 
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reform was one of the most pressing concerns facing state-builders 
in the 1920s. Like other successor states in the region, Yugoslavia was 
a patchwork of territories and of variegated agrarian relations. A radical 
restructuring of land ownership was intended after 1918, to make 
agrarian relations in the country more egalitarian, but also to favour 
and reward reliable and loyal elements. Reform was considered a 
matter of some urgency in the years immediately after the end of the 

war, partly due to fears of the radicalization of South Slav peasants in 
the light of the Bolshevik revolution. It was hoped that a redistribution 
of land that, on paper at least, dispossessed large landholders and 
favoured small landholders would placate peasants and help bind 
them to the new state, or at least cool their revolutionary fervour. The 
fear of a ‘red wave’ of revolutionary peasants in Yugoslavia explains the 
relative speed with which the Yugoslav parliament passed temporary 
acts and then laws pertaining to agrarian reform. The parliament of the 
1920s was not distinguished by its efficiency in passing legislation, as 
we have seen; nevertheless, the agrarian reform was put into motion 
very soon after the end of the war. Its successful and efficient execution 

was, of course, another matter. 

The state’s agrarian reform and internal colonization were designed to 
favour Serbian veterans of the wars of 1912-1918, and this favouritism 
was intended both to establish the loyalty of veterans by ‘rewarding’ them 
for the wartime sacrifice and to alloy the national element in contested 
borderlands and peripheries. This was of utmost importance in the south- 
ern regions, where the Serbian claim was fiercely contested by rival 
nationalizing projects and where, in fact, the Serbian element was often 
plainly lacking. The programme of internal colonization had begun soon 
after the end of the second Balkan war, when the Serbian government had 
begun to settle colonists (typically veterans of the wars) into their newly 
liberated (and newly vacated) lands. 

The First World War had halted this programme, but it was reactivated 
after 1918. The decision to ‘reward’ soldiers who fought in the Serbian 
army during the war with parcels of land was reaffirmed at Corfu, 1917, 
when the Serbian wartime government and the Yugoslav Committee 
(Jugoslovenski odbor, or JO, a propaganda committee formed by a small 
group of pro-Allied emigres from Austria-Hungary) agreed to give those 
South Slavs who volunteered to fight in the Serbian army plots of land 
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in return for their service: five hectares for comhatants, three for non- 
comhatants. This was confirmed after the war, when the very first ‘interim 
decree’ on land reform, passed at the beginning of 1 9 1 9, stipulated that 
‘war invalids, widows, and orphans of soldiers killed in action, and former 
soldiers who have fought for the liberation and unification of the Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes have first call on such land’.^^ Soon after the 1919 
interim decree, the definition of who was entitled to land was expanded 
to include volunteers who fought in the Balkan wars, and Chetniks who 
fought during 1912-1918. At a later date, veterans of the nineteenth- 
century wars in Bosnia and the war against Bulgaria were also given land. 
Soldiers who had fought in the Serbian army resettled in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the lands of the Vojvodina, and in the ‘southern regions’ 
of Kosovo and Macedonia. 

The presence of these ex-soldiers in ethnically mixed areas could serve 
to strengthen their ‘national element’. And indeed, ‘strengthening the 
national element’ was an openly declared aim of the programme of inter- 
nal colonization. In the long run, state-builders hoped that the so-called 
‘a-nationals’ (that is, non-Slavs, ethnic Hungarians or Germans in 
Vojvodina, or ethnic Albanians in Kosovo and Macedonia) could be 
reduced to a small minority in the lands in question, if not removed 
altogether. The intention was nothing less than to artificially alter the 
demographic make-up of these regions in favour of South Slavs loyal to 
the state. Such ethnic remapping seems far-fetched, but it should be seen 
in the context of the long-term goals of the nationalizing Serbian state. 
Land reform and colonization were merely the latest phase in the 
process of nationalization that had started in the Ottoman Balkans at 
the beginning of the century. To be sure, Serbia’s victories in the wars of 
1912-1918 and the flight of Muslims and other ‘a-nationals’ in the wake 
of war had accelerated this process, but there was still much work to be 
done before these lands were securely fastened to the new state. 

There were a number of veterans of Serbia’s wars who accepted the 
state’s offer of land in the southern regions. Some did so enthusiastically, 
including former Chetniks such as Punisa Racic, Vasilije Trbic, and 
Stevan Simic, men who gladly donned the mantle of ‘national workers’ 
devoted to strengthening a modern and national culture in the south. 
Others, such as Stanislav Krakov, wrote extensively and approvingly 
about the important work being done in the south, keen to remind their 
readers that the nationalization of these parts was nothing less than the 
restoration of the medieval Serbian state. The abeyance of national life 
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had been caused by centuries of Ottoman possession of these innately 
Serbian lands, which was also the reason why the treasures of the medi- 
eval Serbian state, the monasteries, the frescoes, were in such disrepair, 
and why they should be restored. For national workers and Chetniks such 
as these, the redemption of the classical south of Serbia, won during the 
wars of 1912-1918, would also mean the redemption of Serbia’s histor- 
ical sense and national identity, by all accounts a worthy return on the 
wartime sacrifice. 

Nevertheless, there were others still who took up the state’s offer of land 
simply because there were few other attractive options open to former 
soldiers. According to Bato Tomasevic, a Montenegrin whose father, a 
war veteran, received land in Kosovo from the government, the coloniza- 
tion programme offered a solution to the hardships faced by ex-soldiers 
after 1918: 

Faced with religious and national problems, difficulties in organizing the new 
state, high unemployment and dissatisfaction among demobilized soldiers, in 
1920 the Belgrade government issued a patriotic call to these young men: 
‘Forward to Serbian Kosovo!’ As the government expected, it evoked the biggest 
response in Serbia and Montenegro, where veterans like my father saw this as the 
solution to their existential problems so often promised them during the war.^^ 

It perhaps says something about the magnitude of problems faced by 
veterans in the post-war period that they thought settling these regions, 
with their lack of basic infrastructure and their serious security problems, 
was a means of improving their situation. 

Indeed, the threats to colonists’ security were very severe, and were a 
cause for continued mobilization amongst many of the national workers 
who arrived in the south. In the southern regions of Yugoslavia, the most 
significant resistance to the new order came from Albanian guerrillas, 
Kagaks; and from pro-Bulgarian and Macedonian autonomist Chetnik 
groups. The army’s attempt to disarm the population at the end of 
the war, in order to exercise a monopoly of violence in the region, was 
the initial cause of Albanian resistance in the region. The armament 
decision, made in November 1918, met with immediate resistance, resis- 
tance that soon coalesced into a full-blown uprising and which, due to 
misrule in the region, continued to smoulder for many years thereafter.^® 



^ Bato Tomasevic, Life and Death in the Balkans: A Family Saga in a Century of Conflict 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 43. 

On the actions and attitudes of the Belgrade regime and the army towards Albanians in 
the critical period immediately after 1918, see Ljubodrag Dimic and Djordje Borozan, 
Jugoslovenksa drzava i Albanci,vol. 1 (Belgrade: Sluzbeni list SRJ, 1998). 

See Ivo Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia: Origins, History, Politics (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1984), 291—306. 



Modernization, medievalization, and the Chetniks 



95 



The uprising, in turn, caused the army to intensify its military operations. 
To this dynamic of destruction should be added Italy’s barely concealed 
support for Albanians opposed to Belgrade’s rule, and especially for the 
insurgent Albanians of the ‘Committee for the National Defence of 
Kosovo’ (the ‘Kosovo Committee’, or KK). This was part of a broader 
tactic of supporting groups opposed to the South Slav state, which Italy 
pursued to varying degrees throughout the interwar period. 

Perhaps more threatening than the Kagaks were the ‘Macedonians’, 
the pro-Bulgarian and Macedonian autonomist Slavs who opposed the 
incorporation of the Macedonian lands into Yugoslavia. In many 
respects, these groups mirrored the Serbian irregulars that had been 
active in the Ottoman Balkans in the years before the war, and were all 
the more problematic for that.^^ In 1920, Macedonian guerrillas who 
had operated before and during the war, led by Todor Aleksandrov and 
Alexander Protogerov, reactivated the IMRO, a political and paramili- 
tary group whose intention was to undermine the authority of the South 
Slav state in these regions.^® The regional dynamic of destruction was a 
great boon for IMRO: thousands of Slav refugees in flight from the 
Serbian and later Yugoslavian violent programme of nationalization 
swelled the group’s ranks. IMRO also enjoyed the support of revisionist 
militarist societies in Bulgaria, as well as disaffected army officers who 
resented the reductions imposed on the Bulgarian army by the Treaty of 
Neuilly. 

In the first half of the 1 920s, IMRO, operating out of its stronghold in 
the Petrich district, became the largest and most powerful paramilitary 
organization in the Balkans. Many of IMRO’s members were veterans of 
Bulgarian or Macedonian anti-Ottoman cete. They had played the same 
patriot game as the Serbian Chetniks in the years before 1918, fighting 
a campaign for nationalization by terrorizing ‘a-nationals’, attacking 
their culture, and so on. During the Bulgarian occupation of the south 
of Serbia in 1915-1918, Serbians had been subjected to severe cultural 
and physical oppression: Serbian schools, churches, and cultural institu- 
tions were shut down, use of Serbian language was curtailed, Serbian men 
interned (an anti-guerrilla measure) . During the war years, IMRO ‘iden- 
tified completely with the Bulgarian cause’, and its members, including 

See Duncan Perry, The Politics of Terror: The Macedonian Revolutionary Movements 
1893—1903 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1988); and Andrew Rossos, Macedonia 
and the Macedonians: A History (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), 99-113. 
On the return of IMRO in 1920, see ‘Minutes of the Central Committee of the Internal 
Revolutionary Organization after the First World War’, in D. Kossev, et al. (eds.), 
Macedonia: Documents and Materials (Sofia: Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, Institute 
of History, Bulgarian Language Institute, 1978), 728-730. 

Macedonia and the Macedonians, 129. 



96 



The coming of Alexander’s dictatorship 



Aleksandrov and Protogerov, had played a prominent role in this 
oppression. Bulgarian and Macedonian cete acted as a sort of gendarm- 
erie, policing the occupation and assisting the army in counter- 
insurgency. Indeed, IMRO members were responsible for much of 
the violence that attended the crushing of Serbia’s anti-occupation 
revolt, the ‘Toplica Uprising’ of 1917; Protogerov himself was 
reassigned (from Macedonia) specifically for the purpose of putting 
the uprising down. 

Because of this violent and entwined past, the presence of IMRO and 
its raids and terror against Yugoslavia was an injury felt keenly by many 
Serbians. Austria-Hungary might have been the Goliath slain by the 
Serbian David, but it was the Bulgarian occupation more than the 
Habsburg that touched the sensitivities of Serbians and veterans of 
Serbia’s wars. The crimes and the culpability of those involved was a 
constant feature of the Serbian press in the years immediately after the 
war. Kosta Todorov, a Bulgarian Agrarian National Union politician 
and Bulgarian ambassador in Belgrade (during 1 920-1 923) tasked with 
forging better relations between the Balkan neighbours, was struck by 
the hostility of his host country’s press towards Bulgaria. Indeed, the 
Belgrade daily Politika ran numerous stories in the months and years 
after the war about crimes of Bulgarians during the occupation, and 
even attacked the reconciliatory policies of Stamboliski’s government as 
too little, or too slowly executed. 

Because of these threats, mobilization amongst many former soldiers- 
turned-colonists remained high throughout the 1920s. Unsurprisingly, 
Yugoslavia’s programme of nationalization met with violent resistance 
from the ‘a-national’ elements it sought to suppress. South Slav soldiers, 
gendarmes, and civilians were targeted by the IMRO in a long-running 
campaign, the intention of which was to terrorize the pro-Yugoslav 
population in the region. Rudolf Archibald Reiss, the Swiss criminolo- 
gist who made Yugoslavia his home after the First World War, calcu- 
lated that by 1923 as many as 300 Serbs (excluding soldiers and 
gendarmes) had been killed in guerrilla attacks in the region. The 
Yugoslav military attache in Sofia reported that IMRO had plans to 
assassinate Chetnik leaders such as Ilija Trifunovic-Bircanin and Kosta 
Milovanovic-Pecanac, as well as Yugoslav army general Bozidar 
Terzic.^^ Indeed, in 1927, the IMRO assassinated General Mihailo 
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Kovacevic, in Stip. On another occasion, a captured IMRO guerrilla, 
interrogated by the Yugoslav army, revealed that more IMRO bands 
had slipped across the Yugoslav-Bulgarian border for the purpose of 
mining railroad tracks and assassinating other high-ranking Yugoslav 
officers in the region. Both IMRO bands and Albanian Kazaks 
targeted settlers and their colonies with the purpose of scaring colonists 
away, and also deterring others from settling in the region. The largest 
single attack against settlers came in January 1923, when the IMRO 
killed thirty colonists in Kadrifakovo, Ovce polje. 

The line between perpetrators and victims was permeable in the 
southern regions. Former soldiers who settled in the region were ready 
to respond to violence in kind if they deemed that the army and the 
gendarmerie were not up to the job. Thus, in 1922, in Stip, former 
Chetniks established the ‘Association against Bulgarian Bandits’, a 
paramilitary organization whose intention was to protect the Serb popu- 
lation from IMRO and Kagak attacks. Stanislav Krakov was supportive 
of the initiative, as we have seen. According to him, the association was 
nothing less than the manifestation of a ‘people in arms [oruzeni narod\ ’ 
mobilized to protect ‘liberation’ from bandits and extorters. Whether 
this was true or not, it is certainly true that the Serb population in 
these regions came out in large number in order to protest IMRO 
raids. In 1926, for example, 10,000 people attended a protest rally 
in the villages of Maleski and Berova against ‘Bulgarians’ of the 
‘Macedonian Committee’ and their acts of terror against the Serbian 
population in the preceding years. They sent a petition to the govern- 
ment asking for weapons for every Serb male, ‘so we can at least settle 
accounts with them [the IMRO] in the way they deserve: a head for a 
head’.^^ According to one commentator, the reluctance of the govern- 
ment to provide weapons to their subjects in the south was the cause of 
much discontent: ‘most complaints against government officials are due 
to the confiscation or withholding of weapons’ because ‘wherever colo- 
nists look they see an Albanian with a gun’.^® The funerals of soldiers, 
gendarmes, and settlers were also occasions to gather and remember the 
long years of struggle in the region. So at the funeral of a Serbian soldier 
killed by Kagaks in Pec in 1920, Colonel Borivoj Tosic spoke of ‘eight 
years of suffering’, implying that the war that began in 1912 was still 
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being fought in the present day.^^ And Mihailo Kovacevic’s funeral 
brought out thousands of Serbs in protest against IMRO’s raids. 

Relations between on the one hand the state and on the other the 
national workers and colonists who took up the offer of land in the 
south were often strained. To be sure, national workers shared the state’s 
goal of nationalization of the southern regions. According to Bato 
Tomasevic, 

The newcomers enjoyed the full support of the authorities, who confiscated and 
distributed not only larger estates but the land of ordinary Albanian peasants. The 
Kosovo question was to be solved not by fostering coexistence but by creating the 
conditions that would encourage the Albanian and other Muslims to emigrate to 
Albania and Turkey.^® 

This was undoubtedly the long-term aim of the regime, for nationaliza- 
tion, as we have seen, meant not only creating a Serbian culture, but also 
erasing traces of non-Serbian culture; bluntly, it meant bringing in Serbs 
and removing non-Serbs. The balance between the two sides of the 
nationalizing dynamic, the destructive and the generative, depended on 
whether the state was at war or in peace: outright ethnic cleansing of the 
non-Serbian population was impossible outside the context of war, but 
the gradual marginalization of that population, by creating an ever greater 
Serbian cultural presence and demographic share, was achievable, given 
enough time and resources. 

The programme of internal colonization, then, should have been an 
area in which the common interests of Serbian veterans and Yugoslavia’s 
political leaders converged, but shared goals between national workers and 
the state did not rule out tensions. There were signs of serious disagree- 
ments between the settlers and national workers in the south of the country 
and the Belgrade government. The restoration of Serbian civilization in the 
south was, for many members of the Serbian wartime generation, tainted 
by Yugoslavia’s myriad post-war problems. Corruption, for one thing, 
appeared to be rife in the region. Nationalistic journals were full of com- 
plaints about the calibre of clerks and bureaucrats send to administer these 
regions. Obviously, these officials were not imbued with the appropriate 
sense of national purpose in the south. ‘For our clerks and officers’, noted 
one commentator, ‘for the descendants of Lazar and Obilic, Kosovo is 
Siberia, where one goes only if one must, as if in exile’. The paradoxes of 
the classical south were thrown into relief: the sacred medieval past clashed 
with the downtrodden present, the lands of Lazar and Obilic were also the 
lands of malaria, of Kagak and IMRO raids. 

Srpsko Kosovo, 1 July 1920. Ratnicki glasnik, December 1927. 
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Matters were further complicated by a customary system of political 
clientelism that often determined who did and did not receive tracts 
of land. Here, again, the interests of veterans went against the interests 
of political parties, since the state’s politicians were ready to rethink 
the programmes of land reform and internal colonization when it was 
politically expedient to do so. Thus, for example, in Bosnia, where the 
landholders in the pre-war period had been for the most part Slavic 
Muslims, land reform had been mitigated by a deal struck between 
the People’s Radical Party (NRS) and the party of Bosnian Muslim 
interests, the Yugoslav Muslim Organization. In return for voting in 
favour of the Vidovdan Constitution, the NRS had agreed to limit the 
extent of land reform in Bosnia; many pre-war estates remained intact, 
and colonization was more moderate here than it was in the south and 
the north of the country. Later, after the Vidovdan Constitution had 
been secured, internal colonization continued to be used in order to 
curry political favour and to gerrymander electoral districts by filling 
them with loyal affiliates. The practice of political clientelism, or ‘par- 
tisanship’,'*^ to give the practice its common, derogatory name, was 
especially prevalent during the periods of the state’s life when the NRS 
was in government. In fact, horse-trading of this kind had been a 
feature of Radical politics since before the turn of the century,'*^ but 
it had become severely corrupted by the 1920s. 

In the south, as elsewhere, the NRS and the DS (Democratic Party) 
fought one another for the votes of the Serbian population, and the 
distribution of land to party loyalists became a means of gerrymandering 
electoral districts. One historian of the interwar agrarian reform has 
argued that, in order to receive their parcels of land in a timely manner, 
Serbian veterans simply declared their support for whichever party was in 
government at the time, and that decisions about who did and did not 
receive land were made by ruling parties with the intention of increasing 
their proportion of the vote in the district in question. 

As elsewhere in the country, such experiences led many Serbian veter- 
ans to look upon party politics and rivalries as a negative and divisive 
factor rather than a sign of a healthy democratic life. As early as 1920, 
Stevan Simic noted the paradoxical position of the NRS in the south, who 
had successfully mobilized the Serbians before and during the war 
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towards national liberation, but were now using the land reform pro- 
gramme to court the votes of ‘Turks, Albanians, and Muslim Serbians’ 
who ‘until yesterday were the most extreme enemies of our nation’. In 
1925, Simic had an audience with Alexander, during which the king asked 
him who would serve the people better in the south, the Democrats or the 
Radicals? Simic replied by telling the king about various instances of 
cronyism and corruption in the south, where a successful political career 
depended not on an individual’s talents or qualifications, but on his 
connections."^^ Simic had no confidence in the state’s modernization 
and nationalization drives in ‘unhappy Macedonia’, a land which had, 
he thought, been ‘left to its fate’ soon after unification, ‘just as it had been 
under the Turks’;^® so much for liberation. 

For another Serbian commentator, writing in Srpsko Kolo (The Serbian 
Circle), Yugoslavia’s parliamentary system was vastly inferior to that 
which Serbians had enjoyed in the pre-war period. In the Kingdom of 
Serbia there had been many political parties, but when the state was in 
danger, the people could put aside partisan matters in order to stand 
united against threats to the fatherland. But 

Today, in our enlarged kingdom, there are different faiths, different peoples, 
different elements, that are not friends of our state [. . .] Today, after the war, 
after our collapse, and after our unification, we Serbians need to be, if we can be, 
all together in one group, in one indivisible whole. 

According to the author, the Serbians in the post-war period would do 
well to remember the unity of the war years, when there was only 

one party: the army [. . .] During this past, bloody, and long-lasting war, and 
especially during the time of the enemy occupation, when we saw with our own 
eyes all torments and suffering, not one of us thought of parties, instead, we all 
eagerly expected the breaking dawn of our liberation. 

Once again, the failures of the present were measured against the 
supposed successes of the past. The effect was two-fold: on the one 
hand it cleansed the past of its problems and divisions, creating the myth 
of a unified nation moving towards a common goal; on the other hand, it 
amplified the problems of the present, as if they had all emerged 
abruptly since the end of the war and the unification of the South Slav 
lands. 

Other difficulties arose due to the fact that former soldiers who became 
colonists lacked the necessary know-how to till the land, or else the 
government did not provide them with suitable equipment to do so. 



Misao, 1 December 1920. ‘Bog cuva Srbiju’, ASANU, Stevan Simic papers. 
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Conditions did not improve as quickly as hoped: housing built especially 
for colonists was substandard, and sanitation remained significantly 
lower in the south than anywhere else in the country. The proposed 
nationalization of the south required a sustained and systematic inflow 
of Serbian colonists, and yet corruption and party politics meant that 
the programme was carried out unsystematically during the 1920s. 
This, according to Adam Pribicevic, was ‘the main cause of all troubles 
with the settlements’. There needed to be a separate colonization offlce 
that was ‘independent of all political meddling’ in order to carry out 
the programme effectively.^^ Mihailo Kujuncic, a former Chetnik and 
prominent national worker, was of the same opinion. Writing in 1928, 
he spoke of how the Ministry of Agrarian Reform had become merely 
an object of party political battles fought by people ‘who had no interest 
in the question [of agrarian reform] , who did not even know the funda- 
mentals of the question, nor want to study it’.^® There were colonies 
such as Nova Batanja, in Ovce pole, comprising 260 houses that were 
dismantled entirely, since the ministry had established them on land 
that was uninhabitable and impossible to cultivate. Colonies in 
Kadrifakovo, Erdzelija, and Marino selo were also fully or partially 
dismantled in the first half of the 1920s.^® Indeed, it was clear to most 
that, by the end of the 1920s, state-building in the south had failed to 
live up to the expectations of the post-war period. 

Petar Tomasevic, for one, was disillusioned with the failures of the 
colonization programme. According to his son’s memoir, Serbian veter- 
ans were abandoning their colonies and trickling back into towns, dis- 
porting themselves in cafes and bars with ‘women of dubious reputation’. 
Petar, a policeman, took it on himself to make the town safe from such 
types: ‘With his dedicated and fearless policemen, all of them veterans like 
himself, he would burst into these bars and arrest the troublemakers, 
shooting it out if they resisted.’^® The most successful novel about the 
Serbian experience in the so-called southern regions was Andjeljko 
Rrstic’s Trajan (1932), about a man who grows up in the Ottoman 
Balkans and who goes to war with the Serbian army for the liberation 
and unification of his birthplace. After 1918, he returns to And his home 
just as benighted in Yugoslavia as it had been under the Ottomans. He 
succumbs to the hardships of life in the south, eventually dying of 
tuberculosis. 
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That was how many Serbian veterans felt about the story of the 
classical south in the decade after the end of the war: their high ideals 
fatally clashed with the severity of corruption and party political intri- 
gues of the state’s leaders; the holy medieval lands of Serbia desecrated 
again, this time not by the Ottomans but by fellow Serbians. The 
classical south was a singular case, and therefore needs to be considered 
separately from other examples of war commemoration and of libera- 
tion and unification in interwar Yugoslavia. And yet the same tension 
between former soldiers and the state can be seen here as it can else- 
where: the national workers who travelled to the classical south sought 
to preserve their wartime sacrifice and to bring meaning to it, just like 
the members of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors and 
National Defence. It was in the state’s interest to promote this kind of 
patriotism, but veterans and the state found themselves drastically at 
odds in the classical south. 



The fury of the Chetniks 

The failures of the state-building project in the classical south generated 
further hostility against the state’s political leaders, as we have seen. This 
was especially true in the case of the Chetniks, the pre-war nationalist and 
guerrilla associations, who re-emerged in the post-war period as defen- 
ders of the newly associated territories in the south of Yugoslavia. Many of 
them had been co-opted by the state into contributing to the nationaliza- 
tion of the classical south, but this in no way tamed the Chetniks, whose 
members grew impatient with official neglect and incompetence, and one 
of whose leaders, Punisa Racic, would unleash a terrible and fatal fury on 
the parliament. 

Initially, the Chetniks after 1918 were a continuation of the pre-war 
and wartime guerrilla movement: by and large the same men, Chetniks 
from the pre-1918 period, performing the same role, acting as a para- 
military extension of the army, with the knowledge and blessing of the 
state. One Chemik Vojvoda, Vasilije Trbic, told of how the military tried 
to recruit him into their attempts at ‘pacification’ in the newly associated 
regions by offering him a free hand to ‘punish as you see fit those who 
undertake any anti-state activity’. Trbic declined, but pre-war Chetniks 
such as Kosta Milovanovic-Pecanac, Jovan Stojkovic-Babunski, and Punisa 
Racic were active in ‘flying units’ alongside the regular formations of the 
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army.^^ Such units had many of the attributes typical of paramilitaries 
active throughout Europe during 1917-1923:^^ their violent activities 
were not curtailed by the rules and regulations of conventional armies, 
they were far less likely to distinguish between civilian and military 
targets, and their soldiers were typically more ideologically motivated 
than regular soldiers. As an obituarist of Jovan Babunski (died 1920) 
put it. 

His [Babunski’s] komite were not soldiers, who took an orderly attitude towards 
their elders, they were more like brothers and comrades. His orders were not 
made in a high tone with furrowed brow and with threats, but in a friendly 
conversation over cigarettes. 

Such was the congenial atmosphere in which Jovan Babunski and his 
men - and Chetniks of his ilk - carried out a campaign of violence and 
terror against the state’s a-national enemies. 

Yet the ‘free hand’ extended to the Chetniks frequently resulted in 
excessive terror and violence against civilians.^® Assigned with the task 
of disarming the population, Chetniks tended instead to terrorize the 
non-Serb population. This violence did more harm than good to the 
state’s interests in the region, however, and Yugoslavia’s leaders soon 
decided that Chetnik terror was counter-productive to their goals. It had 
been useful for the Serbian state to turn to clandestine guerrilla groups 
before the war, when their national army could not penetrate the 
Ottoman-held territory, or when it was expedient to deny official involve- 
ment in anti-Ottoman raids and banditry. Now these lands had been 
‘liberated’, ‘pacification’ could be assigned to the army and the state’s 
gendarmes. The Chetniks therefore found themselves out of favour, and 
out of work, when the state decided to pursue softer tactics in the south. 
It was the first sign of the ambivalent attitudes of the state and the army 
towards the Chetniks. The national workers of the Chetnik organization 
were faced with a stark choice soon after the end of the war: their military 
uses seemingly expired, the lands they had fought for liberated, they 
would either have to disband and (presumably) return to civilian life, or 
else find a new role. 
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The Chetniks duly adapted to their new circumstances. The culture of 
liberation and unification and the emergence of other veteran societies 
apparently inspired the Chetniks, who re-emerged as a patriotic associa- 
tion in 1921, now known as the ‘Association of Chetniks for the Freedom 
and Honour of the Fatherland’ (Udruzenje cetnika za slobodu i cast 
otadzbine). There was a certain amount of overlap between this new 
post-war Chetnik association and other patriotic societies such as the 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, which was understandable, 
since all these associations sought to commemorate and celebrate 
Serbia’s wars of liberation and unification and the soldiers who fought 
and died in them. The Chetniks tended to celebrate the sacrifice of 
the Serbs who fought and died opposing the Bulgarian and Austro- 
Hungarian occupation regimes. The Chetnik ‘epic’ was the so-called 
‘Toplica Uprising’, the popular uprising, which began as a revolt against 
Bulgarian attempts to conscript Serbian men into their army and which 
had raged through the occupied Serbian lands during 1917. 

According to Nusret Sehic, the Chetnik ‘grass roots’ were Serb pea- 
sants, in Serbia proper but also in other Serb-populated parts of the state, 
notably Bosnia, and there were also a number of non-veterans who joined 
the association from 1921 onwards. Its leadership comprised a number 
of charismatic ‘personalities’, however. This was true of the pre-war as 
much as the post-war movement: the guerrilla leaders who fought against 
the Ottomans and against rival Christian bands were cut from the same 
cloth as the heroes of Serbian epic poetry, Obilic, Lazar, and the rest, 
warriors whose sway over their men was absolute and unforced; heroes 
whose history bled easily into folklore. Again, this was all apiece with 
the medievalization of the Serbian south, which wove the exploits of the 
Chetniks into the same tapestry as the battle of Kosovo polje, or of the 
Serbian uprisings at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The leaders 
of the Chetniks occupied an exalted position in the pantheon of liberation 
and unification, for if the army’s ethos of national revolution was rooted 
to a large extent in its institutional culture, that is, in its officer corps,^® the 
ethos of the Chetniks resided in its leaders. 

The three most important figures in the post-war Chetnik movement 
were Punisa Racic, Ilija Trifunovic-Bircanin, and Kosta Milovanovic- 
Pecanac. Each man led the Chetnik association for a spell in the interwar 
period, and each made his own mark on the culture and politics of the 
post-war association. Had he not died in 1920, Jovan Stojkovic-Babunski 
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would no doubt also have been a leading figure of the post-war associa- 
tion. As it stood, Babunski posthumously joined Serbia’s national heroes: 
he featured prominently in commemoration of the wartime Chetnik 
sacrifice during the interwar period.^® 

The Chetniks’ attitudes towards politics were ambivalent. Like most 
veterans they were fiercely critical of Yugoslavia’s political system and of 
its political parties. And yet within the association two competing political 
currents can be clearly discerned: the association was divided between 
those Chetniks of a Yugoslavist orientation and those who saw the move- 
ment as strictly a vessel of ‘Great Serbian’ interests. It was a split that 
spoke to a deeper ambivalence about Serbian identity and the position of 
Serbs and Serbia in Yugoslavia, for there were many Serbs who hoped 
that existing ‘tribal’ identities, Croat, Slovene, and Serb, would be sub- 
sumed into one single Yugoslav identity, whereas there were many Serbs 
who feared precisely this, and hoped instead to preserve the Serbian 
identity. The split corresponded to the ideologies of the two largest 
Serbian political parties in the first half of the 1920s: the DS of 
Ljubomir Davidovic, of a Yugoslavist orientation, and the Radicals, the 
‘Great Serbian’ party, led by pre-war Serbian prime minister Nikola Basic 
(until his death in 1926). From 1921 to 1924 the Chetniks were close to 
the Democrats, whose leader, Ljubomir Davidovic, had served as pre- 
sident of the Chetnik executive committee in the pre-war period, and was 
a popular figure with many in the post-war association.®® 

The political crisis of 1 924, discussed in Chapter 2, had caused a split 
in the Chetnik association, whose leaders (especially Kosta Milovanovic- 
Pecanac and Ilija Trifunovic-Bircanin, see below) had, until 1924, kept 
the association close to Ljubomir Davidovic and the DS.®^ Davidovic’s 
rapprochement with Radic and the subsequent parliamentary crisis 
divided the Chetniks into two factions, the larger of which, the 
Association of Serbian Chetniks Petar Mrkonjic (Udruzenje srpskih cetnika 
Petar Mrkonjic), supported the NRS against Davidovic, and was led by 
Punisa Racic. 

Racic was a Chetnik from Montenegro and a member of the Vasojevici, 
a clan that had given stalwart support for the unconditional unification of 
Montenegro with Serbia at the end of the First World War. Racic himself 
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had been a formidable advocate of the regime’s centralizing efforts 
during 1918-1921,®^ in both military and political spheres. In the 
months immediately after unification, he had played a role in quelling 
an uprising of Albanians in Plav and Gusinje (1918-1919).®^ His 
intimate knowledge of the territory on which he and his Chetniks 
operated (‘not a matter of villages but of houses’, according to British 
observer Henry Baerlein)®^ made him especially suitable for such work. 
With ‘pacification’ complete, Racic moved into the business of politics, 
standing on the joint Radical/Cemiyet list for election to the constituent 
assembly in 1920 (in Tetovo; Cemiyet was the party of Muslims 
from the ‘southern regions’); later, in 1927, he entered the national 
parliament as a Radical party deputy. 

As a leading figure in the Chetnik association during 1921-1924, Racic, 
in accord with his political sympathies, had clamoured for a stronger 
Serbian identification over the movement’s prevailing Yugoslavism. Racic 
had a long-held aversion to the influence of the DS on the Chemiks, 
rejecting its Yugoslavism in favour of a reorientation of the movement 
towards the ‘Great Serbian’ ideology espoused by the Radicals, a party of 
which he was, after all, a member. He saw the Chetniks as a patriotic 
association whose role in the new state was to promote and protect 
Serbian interests; the Serbian would subsume other tribal identities, not 
vice versa. 

The crisis of 1 924 was Racic’s chance to impose this agenda upon the 
association; it marked a turning point in the life of the post-war 
Chetniks, since in the wake of the political crisis of 1924 and the 
subsequent Radical victory in the elections of 1925, Racic emerged as 
the association’s dominant figure. For the remainder of the period of 
parliamentary rule, the Association of Serbian Chetniks Petar Mrkonjic 
came to resemble a Radical party militia. Punisa Racic rallied his fol- 
lowers in the Chetniks by accusing his political opponents of supporting 
‘separatism’ and ‘a-national politics’. This meant the DS, but also their 
would-be political allies in the Croat Peasant Party: Racic’s Chetniks 
had a message for Stjepan Radic and the Croats who supported him - 
Serbians had sacrificed all in the war to see their ‘brother Croats liber- 
ated’, yet ‘Today, you, our brothers, trample on that which is sacred! 
You trample on the graves of Serbian sons who fell for your freedom!’®® 



See Milovan Djilas, Land without Justice (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovic, 1958), 
205, and 273. 

See Desanka Li odoTowic, Jugoslavija i balkanske drzave 1918—1923 (Belgrade: Narodna 
knjiga, 1979), 25. 

Henry Baerlein, The Birth of Yugoslavia, vol. 2 (London: Parsons, 1922), 306. 

Srpski borac, 1 December 1924. 



Modernization, medievalization, and the Chetniks 



107 



Racic, as we have seen, had long held that political aims could be met 
through terror: he had played his part in securing the state during the 
regime’s programme of ‘pacification’ in the newly associated regions 
after 1918. Politics was a mere continuation of war by other means, 
and political opponents were not looked upon as part of a loyal opposi- 
tion whose differences could be worked through in the state’s national 
institutions, rather they were to be dealt with in the same manner as the 
Ottomans, the Habsburgs, or the Bulgarians during the war. When the 
integrity of the state and the gains of war were at stake, Racic and his ilk 
were ready to fulfil their role as warriors defending liberation and uni- 
fication. Involvement in parliamentary politics had not helped to demo- 
bilize men such as Punisa Racic, rather it was men like Racic and his 
Chetniks who gave the country’s politics a militarized and warlike tenor, 
and the violence that attended the 1925 elections shows how many 
Serbian veterans remained ‘untamed’ by their involvement in represen- 
tative politics, bringing as they did a violent fringe to the state’s elec- 
tions. The pro-Radical terror that the Chetniks wielded at election time 
should not be interpreted as support for the state’s politics per se; the 
Chetniks shared other war veterans’ dislike of parliamentary politics; 
their violence on the campaign trail was intended to by-pass the political 
process in order to get the result they wanted. According to Ivan Ribar, 
Chetnik units operated throughout the whole of the Croat lands and 
Bosnia, visiting terror on Croatian and Muslim villages to the extent that 
‘amongst Croats, “chetnik” became the most odious word, like an 
executioner’s mark [oznaka krvnikd\\^^ 

In the 1930s, the association passed into the hands of first Ilija 
Trifunovic-Bircanin (Chetnik ‘president’ from 1929 to 1932) and then 
Kosta Milovanovic-Pecanac (from 1932 to 1944). Both men, at least 
initially, were by conviction Yugoslavist (Pecanac was a member of the 
DS, and even ran unsuccessfully for election to the national parliament on 
that party’s list). Bircanin was a Chetnik who had served throughout 
1912-1918 and had fought in the Toplica Uprising, during which he 
had lost his left arm. Apparently, neither injury nor old age tempered his 
enthusiasm for activism after 1918, for Bircanin served not only as leader 
of the Chetnik association (taking over from Racic) but also, from 1 932 
onwards, of National Defence. 

Pecanac had also been a Chetnik during 1912-1918, and had also 
played a part in the Toplica Uprising.®^ He had, in fact, retreated with 
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the Serbian army and government during the winter of 1915, and was 
therefore at Salonika at the time of the uprising’s outbreak. From there, 
he was flown into occupied Serbia (in a French air-force plane), on behalf 
of the Serbian High Command to coordinate the anti-occupation forces 
in the field and to take the fight to Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria. Tasked 
with fanning the flames of the anti-occupation uprising, however, 
Pecanac tried instead to douse them, believing that too much Serbian 
blood was already being split on a lost cause. 

Pecanac’s decision to try to rein in the uprising may have been 
governed by sound military and humanitarian reasons; there may have 
been personal reasons, too. Pecanac was well acquainted with the 
human cost of Serbia’s irregular and regular wars: armed Albanian 
bands had killed both his parents when he was a child, and three of his 
children had died whilst in Bulgarian internment during the First World 
War. For his actions during the uprising, Pecanac became the subject of 
an official inquiry, the organizers of which wanted to know why he had 
not taken the fight to the enemy, as had his rival Vojvoda Kosta 
Vojinovic-Kosovar. The accusations did not significantly tarnish his 
reputation as a Chetnik hero, however, and throughout the interwar 
period Pecanac was at the forefront of the annual commemorations of 
the Toplica Uprising.®^ In fact, both men had an interest in the com- 
memoration of Serbia’s wars of liberation and unification: Bircanin also 
spoke frequently at meetings of the veterans of the Toplica Uprising; 
Pecanac wrote to the Ministry of Religious Affairs asking for money to 
raise monuments on territory beyond Serbia’s 1912 borders (that is, 
territories gained in the first and second Balkan wars, and at the end of 
the First World War).®® 

Racic, Bircanin, and Pecanac would all ‘remobilize’ during the inter- 
war period, and all three would once again play a role in violence and 
war in Yugoslavia, as we shall see in the final part of this book. Bircanin 
would remain close to his Allies of the First World War, Great Britain 
and France, and by the latter part of the 1930s he was closer to these 
foreign friends than he was to his own government. He also rejoined the 
battle in 1941 as a commander in Draza Mihaijlovic’s ‘Yugoslav Army 
in the Homeland’ (also known as the ‘Chetniks’), providing a kind of 
continuity between the Chetniks of the First World War and those of the 
second. Here, the potency of inter-Allied ties is evident, and Bircanin’s 
unwavering pro-Allied stance and his remobilization into the Chetniks 
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of 1941-1945 are suggestive of certain broader continuities and loyal- 
ties amongst veterans of Serbia’s wars of 1912-1918. 

And yet the career path of Kosta Pecanac, Bircanin’s successor as a 
leader of the Chetnik association (from 1934 onwards), could not have 
been more different, for Pecanac collaborated openly and extensively 
with the Axis-occupation from 1941 until his death in 1944. The 
comparisons between Pecanac and Bircanin show that there was no 
single path of the Serbian wartime generation from one war to the next, 
but that, nevertheless, in many cases the affiliations and loyalties forged 
during the First World War remained important for a number of 
Serbian veterans. Neither Pecanac nor Bircanin decisively proves the 
pro-Allied or pro-Axis attitudes of the Chetniks, much less of the 
Serbian wartime generation; but they do show how decisions over 
which side to take during 1941-1945 could be determined by the 
experiences of 1912-1918. 

20 June 1928 

It was Punisa Racic, however, who played the most decisive role in the 
trajectory of the interwar kingdom, bringing the violence of the Chetniks 
directly into the state’s politics and permanently derailing the parlia- 
mentary system in Yugoslavia. Racic had been elected to the parliament 
in 1927 as an NRS deputy. The acclamation in no way moderated his 
attitudes towards violence and politics, for on 20 June 1928, during a 
riotous session in the parliament, Racic drew his pistol and shot five 
deputies of the Croat Peasant Party, fatally wounding party leader 
Stjepan Radic. Racic’s fury had been triggered when a peasant party 
deputy cast aspersions on his behaviour during the regime’s attempts at 
‘pacification’ at the end of the war. For Racic, the exalted hero of 
liberation and unification, this was an intolerable smear on his reputa- 
tion. After demanding and being refused an apology, Racic, enraged, 
drew his pistol and started firing at his accusers in the opposition 
ranks. As an example of the corrosive relations between the wartime 
generation and Yugoslavia’s national institutions, Racic’s career in the 
1920s is unmatched, and the act of violence that finally discredited 
parliamentary politics in Yugoslavia was, in the most literal sense, a 
legacy of the fractious presence of the war in the state’s life. 

In the months that followed the killings, the parliament lurched 
through a terminal period of crisis, one that unhappily coincided with 
the decennial celebrations of the war victory and of the creation of 
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Yugoslavia. Thus, while Serbians celebrated a decade of liberation and 
unification, many Habsburg South Slavs spoke of ‘ten bloody years’, and 
Croats mourned their fallen leader Radic, the pacifist who had promised 
peasant soldiers ‘no more war’ but who had now died at the hand of a 
celebrated Serbian warrior. The state’s divisions were thrown into sharp 
relief, and when Alexander promulgated his dictatorship in January 1929, 
his intention was precisely to realize the ‘unification’ that had, until then, 
been absent from the state’s life. 

The veterans’ and patriotic associations in the previous chapters 
were amongst the first to bury and not to praise the parliamentary 
era. Veterans had bemoaned this system’s many failings throughout 
the 1920s, as we have seen. According to them, party politics had 
created an unconducive environment for effective legislation, a signal 
failure of this institution was its inability to provide ex-soldiers with the 
welfare they needed and to which they felt they were entitled. Serbian 
veterans especially had frequently complained about the corrosive effect 
of party politics and political partisanship on the national ‘unification’ 
for which they had fought. Such attitudes were hardened, not softened, 
with the experiences of the first post-war years. This too was a legacy 
of the war, for Serbian veterans demanded a state that was worthy of 
their wartime sacrifice, a state that was unified and that was not held to 
ransom by egotistical and self-serving politicians, bureaucrats, and so 
on. Alexander had delivered Yugoslavia from all this: Serbian veterans 
welcomed his dictatorship almost uniformly. The Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors, for example, applauded the king’s 
decision, talking of their delight at the ‘arrival of a new era’j^^ or the 
veterans’ journal Vojnicki glasnik (The Warriors’ Herald), which called 
the dictatorship a ‘historic event’ in which Alexander had carried out a 
‘knightly and salutary task’.^^ 

They were bound to such praise, of course, as were all the subjects 
of Yugoslavia under the king’s far-reaching oppression. But Serbian 
veterans had been praising Alexander since the end of the war, as much as 
they had been criticizing party politics. Coercion was hardly necessary 
here: support for the king and opposition to the parliament on the part of 
the Serbian wartime generation, present from the very beginning, had 
generated the authoritarian potential that Alexander merely needed to 
unlock in January 1929. There would be no full return to the constitu- 
tional parliamentary system in Yugoslavia; such were the perceived 

Ratnicki glasnik, ]anuary \929 . Vojnicki glasnik, 9 ]an\iasy 1930. 
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failures of the first decade of the state’s national politics. The Vidovdan 
Constitution had called for the eventual elimination of tribal differences 
through a system of liberal party politics. Almost all commentators agreed 
that these differences had not been eliminated during the 1920s. Many 
thought, rather, that the state’s divisions were even more deeply 
entrenched a decade after ‘liberation and unification’; the tragedy in the 
parliament seemed like the grim culmination of a decade of political 
failure. 



Conclusion 

The story of the nationalization drive in the ‘southern regions’ during 
the 1920s must be seen in the larger context of the goals of the Serbian 
nationalizing state since the beginning of the twentieth century. For since 
that time Serbian nationalists had designs on these territories, designs 
that could only be realized through concerted military and cultural activ- 
ity. Such activity continued well after 1918, since it was plain that the 
lands in question had still not been fully attached to the new state, despite 
the military victories of the Serbian army. It was a large and comprehen- 
sive project which touched on all spheres of life in the region; no monu- 
ment, stage play, reading room, or primary school was untouched: they 
could all help secure the state’s possession of the region. It was a drive 
towards nationalization and modernization, but it was draped in medieval 
robes, since it was through the medievalization of the classical south that 
Serbs could justify their claims to the territories in question. It became the 
cause of a number of veterans of the wars of 1912-1918, many of whom 
had served as ‘national workers’ in the years before 1912. These men 
remained mobilized towards pre-war and wartime goals throughout the 
1920s. The state’s attempts to harness and redirect the energies of such 
national workers misfired. By the end of the 1 920s, the classical south was 
still the most backward of all the lands of the new state, and it was still 
infested with a-national elements. 

As we have seen in the preceding chapters, the government’s failures 
to secure the support of former veterans were everywhere apparent. 
Not only the Chetniks and the national workers, but also the micro and 
national patriotic associations such as the Association of Reserve Officers 
and Warriors were deeply dissatisfied with the kind of state that had 
emerged from war. The return for their wartime sacrifice was a corrupt 
and dysfunctional state in which self-serving civilian politicians held sway 
over a warriors’ caste that had fought for liberation and unification. 
The failure to deliver veterans’ welfare or tracts of land in the internal 
colonization programme was surely proof of this. 
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The parts of a royal dictatorship had heen present in Yugoslavia from 
the outset, then - they merely needed to he assembled. The passing of the 
state’s constitution in 1921 was inauspicious; made in spite of significant 
dissent, it lacked consensual support from the start. No government saw 
out a full term during the 1920s, a shortfall that was symptomatic of the 
inability of the state’s political parties to find a modus operandi within the 
framework of the Vidovdan Constitution. Set against the many frailties of 
the parliamentary system was the potency of the royal prerogative, which, 
in Alexander’s hands, was pushed beyond its constitutional limits and 
proved a heavy and portentous presence in the political life of Yugoslavia. 
And Alexander received significant support from veterans of Serbia’s 
wars of liberation and unification. For the soldiers who fought in 
Serbia’s wars during 1912-1918, the king was a potent symbol of their 
wartime sacrifice; they were hostile to the divisive bickering of political 
parties as much as they cherished the king in his role as national ‘unifier’. 
This patriotism, slanted favourably towards the king, was duplicated in 
the army itself. During the first half of the 1920s, Alexander completed 
the process of bringing this institution to his heel, a process that he had 
started with the Salonika Trial and the execution of Apis during the war. 
Meaningful opposition in the army was neutralized by Alexander’s dis- 
mantling of the ‘Black Hand’ and by the cultivation of his own court 
camarilla, the ‘White Hand’. The ghost of Apis was finally exorcised, and 
unlike monarchs of the past, Alexander was free to exert his authority 
without the threat of intervention from a patriotic or militarist group 
opposed to him. 

The political crisis of 1 924 and the ‘remobilization’ of Serbian veterans 
during the election campaign of 1925 showed how the odds were stacked 
decisively in Alexander’s favour: he both active and passive support from 
the various patriotic and veterans’ associations throughout the country, 
and most importantly, he had now had the army. If representative politics 
and national institutions were supposed to ease the process of demobili- 
zation, then the parliamentary system of Yugoslavia had failed, the ‘bitter 
wounds’ of war were not healed by 1929; the various contingents of the 
wartime generation remained largely unreconciled; to one another, and to 
the institutions of the state. Racic’s flailing attack in 1928 killed off an 
institution that had been dying for some years. Following a final, fatal 
crisis - the parliamentary crisis of 1928-1929 - Alexander stepped into 
the breach, suspended parliament indefinitely, and promulgated his royal 
dictatorship. That Yugoslavia disposed of its liberal institutions is entirely 
unsurprising; what is perhaps surprising is that it did not happen sooner. 
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In extremis 

Death throes and birth pains in the Habsburg South 
Slav lands 



Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to chart the transition of Habsburg South 
Slavs from imperial to national framework, paying particular attention to 
the critical period at the very end of the war, when Austria-Hungary 
finally succumbed to the strains of total war and the Serbian army took 
control of the Habsburg South Slav lands. It was this period that decisi- 
vely shaped many Habsburg South Slavs’ attitudes to both the old and the 
new regimes; the following pages chart the transformations that took 
place during the final stages of the war in the Habsburg South Slav 
lands and in the first years after liberation and unification. It shows how 
refusal of the Habsburg war on the part of many thousands of peasant 
conscripts was channelled into a pacifist and anti-militarist programme 
that undermined the very tenets of liberation and unification and there- 
fore the principles on which the Yugoslav culture of victory rested. The 
Austro-Hungarian wartime mobilization imposed state institutions on 
the South Slavs to an unprecedented extent, creating food shortages 
and financial burden, and scattering peasants across the monarchy’s 
various fronts. Although Austria-Hungary disappeared at the end of 
1918, the legacy of its war and the impact of its mobilization on South 
Slavs would continue to be felt in Yugoslavia. The forces that had caused 
Austria-Hungary so many problems in the last year of the war continued 
to create problems for the institutions of Yugoslavia. Two new bogeys 
were of particular concern: Bolshevism and republicanism; the latter was 
connected to the rise of Stjepan Radic and the Croat Republican Peasant 
Party (HRSS) in the years after the war. 

This chapter also begins to chart the ‘pre-history’ of the radical-right 
Ustasha organization, a pre-history that will be concluded with the for- 
mation of the group by Ante Pavelic and Gustav Percec at the end of 
the 1920s, addressed in Chapter 5. The Ustashe, in its original incarna- 
tion as a paramilitary/terrorist exile organization, has its roots in small 
conservative political and military circles that had remained loyal to 
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Austria-Hungary until the very end of the war, and were thereafter un- 
reconciled and staunchly opposed to the South Slav state during the 
1920s. These circles represent merely a small fraction of the Habsburg 
South Slav wartime generation, just as the Ustashe itself represents only a 
marginal fraction of the Croatian political spectrum. Nevertheless, they 
would wield considerable power and influence in the region during the 
Second World War, thanks in large part to their Axis sponsors. For this 
reason, their history is an important part of the impact of the war, and of 
Yugoslavia’s trajectory from one conflict to the next. 



South Slavs and the Austro-Hungarian army 

In Chapter 1, we saw how military and political leaders in Serbia saw the 
army not only as an instrument of war, but also - and perhaps just as 
importantly - as a ‘national school’ whose role was to inculcate a sense 
of national identity into Serbian peasants, to disseminate the Serbian 
Staatsidee through military service, conscription, and so on. The imper- 
ial army served an analogous purpose in Austria-Hungary, albeit to an 
opposing end. If the Serbian army sought to propel the national revolu- 
tion forwards through the dissemination of nationalist ideology and 
through military conquest, the Austro-Hungarian army sought to main- 
tain its own hold on territories and peoples through the promotion of a 
dynastic institutional loyalty.^ The conflict between these two states 
and their institutions from 1903-1918 was no historical accident: it was 
rather an existential ‘duel’ fought between two opposing state ideas: the 
Balkan revolutionary on the one hand, and the imperial, dynastic on the 
other. The South Slavs and their future were at the very heart of this 
dual. 

In a supposed era of nationalism, the Austro-Hungarian army enjoyed 
considerable success in binding its subjects to a sense of imperial institu- 
tional affiliation. To be sure, the army and its officer corps remained until 
the end of the First World War dominated by its German officers, but 
other subject nationalities were not cut off from successful careers in the 
army; nor were the overall numbers of enrolled men and officers of the 
various non-Germanic nationalities of the Austro-Hungarian empire 
vastly underrepresented in the army. The military was a career at least 
partially open to the talents, and open to subjects from across the 



^ On this topic, and on Habsburg dynastic loyalty more generally, see Laurence Cole, 
Military Culture and Popular Patriotism in Late Imperial Austria (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014); and Laurence Cole and Daniel Unowsky (eds.). The Limits of 
Loyalty: Imperial Symbolism, Popular Allegiances and State Patriotism in the Late Habsburg 
Monarchy (New York: Berghahn Books, 2009). 
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monarchy’s lands and peoples. In his monograph on the history of the 
Austro-Hungarian officer corps, Istvan Deak famously argued that the 
officer corps rendered its members ‘beyond nationalism’, that is, it effec- 
tively erased a meaningful sense of national identity by instilling its 
officers with an overriding sense of institutional loyalty to the Austro- 
Hungarian army.^ For Deak, Austro-Hungarian officers of all national- 
ities were akin to the protagonist of Joseph Roth’s novel The Radetzky 
March, Baron Trotta, whose Slovene nationality is mentioned in passing 
at the beginning of the novel and then hardly at all for its remainder: he 
was, first and foremost, an officer of the imperial army. As a call to 
consider the importance of institutional over national affiliations in the 
Austro-Hungarian empire, Deak’s book has been hugely influential on a 
new generation of Habsburg scholars who have ceased to view the empire 
as a state doomed to fragment along its national fault lines, and who argue 
instead that it was only the shock of total war and defeat that ended an 
otherwise functioning (though imperfect) approach to state organiza- 
tion.^ In this interpretation the war itself is the decisive factor in bringing 
an end to Austria-Hungary, rather than any long-term imperial entropy or 
a rising tide of nationalism. The drastic and deleterious effects of war 
outlined in this chapter bear out this line of interpretation. 

Deak’s interpretation can be challenged, however, in so far as it depicts 
categories of empire and nation as diametrically opposed forces. Because 
for many non-German officers and even soldiers in the Habsburg army, 
loyalty to the empire did not necessarily rule out loyalty to one’s national 
group. The two could coexist, and national identity could find its fullest 
expression within an imperial framework. The South Slav case bears out 
the cohabitation of imperial and national identities, for certain South Slav 
peculiarities and distinctions, past and present, were recognized in the 
imperial army. From the early modem period until the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, parts of the Habsburg South Slav lands had been 
organized into the Militdrgrenze, — the military frontier (in Serbo-Croat, 
Vojna krajina) — a strip of territory that enjoyed a modicum of political 
autonomy and a distinguished tradition of military service to the 



^ Istvan Deak, Beyond Nationalism: A Social and Political History of the Habsburg Officer 
Corps, 1848-1918 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). 

^ For the historiographical evolution of thinking about the Hahsburg empire’s ‘last war’, see 
John Deak, ‘The Great War and the Forgotten Realm: The Habsburg Monarchy and the 
First World War’, Journal of Modem History, 86/2 (2014). Another useful historiography is 
provided hy Alan Sked, ‘Austria-Hungary and the First World War’, Histoire@Politigue. 
Politique, culture, societe (22 January 2014), available at www.histoire-politique.fr/docu- 
ments/22/dossier/pdf/HP22_Dossier_Alan_Sked_def.pdf [accessed 26 August 2014]. 
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Habsburgs.^ The soldiers of the military frontier were of various South 
Slav nationalities, suggesting to some historians a sort of proto- 
Yugoslavism, albeit one within the framework of the Habsburg monar- 
chy.^ In addition to this, Croats, having come to terms with Hungary in 
the Nagodba of 1868, were granted their own military formations, 
Domobran — or home guard units, recruited locally and, to a certain extent, 
allowed to use national symbols and language.® It is perhaps helpful, 
therefore, to think of the Austro-Hungarian army not as a tool for the 
complete ‘denationalization’ of South Slav officers and soldiers - a sort of 
polar opposite to the nationalizing agenda of the Balkan revolutionary 
armies - but rather as an institution that staged ideas about reconciling 
national identity to institutional and dynastic loyalty. Many South Slav 
officers who enrolled in the army looked upon their service as a means of 
promoting national interests through involvement with imperial 
institutions. 

And yet it remained that the highest-ranking officers of the Austro- 
Hungarian army recognized in Serbia and its institutions an existential 
threat that would need to be confronted and defeated to ensure the 
survival of the monarchy. The kind of nationalism supported and pursued 
by Serbia and the Balkan revolutionary states was in no way compatible 
with the mediated Kaisertreu national identities that Austria-Hungary 
tolerated - and sometimes even promoted - within its own borders. As 
we saw in Chapter 1, Serbia from the beginning of the twentieth century 
was viewed as an irreducibly anti-imperialist state whose leaders har- 
boured powerful designs on Habsburg South Slav lands. In the context 
of the afterlives of war and imperial institutions, this sense of existential 
incompatibility between Austria-Hungary and Serbia is of critical impor- 
tance, because it was shared by many Habsburg officers of South Slav 
descent, who identified Serbia as a prominent threat to their interests as 
much as their German colleagues did. For many of these men, the war 
was an opportunity to settle the question of South Slav state organization 
once and for all: a Habsburg victory would mean the advocating of a 
solution to the South Slav question within the borders of the Habsburg 
monarchy, which, as hoped, would be reorganized in the post-war period 
as a ‘trialist’ state in which South Slavs would form a third political pillar 
along with the Germans and the Hungarians. Merely because, in the 



^ See Gunther E. Rothenberg, The Military Border in Croatia, 1740-1881: A Study of an 
Imperial Institution (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1966). 

^ Gunther E. Rothenberg, ‘The Croatian Military Border and the Rise of Yugoslav 
Nationalism’, The Slavonic and East European Review, 43-44 (1964). 
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event, these ideas did not materialize, does not mean they should be 
ignored: few in 1914 would have predicted the outright demise of the 
Austro-Hungarian empire and the realization of the radical nationalists’ 
vision - the vision of men like Princip - of a solution to the South Slav 
question outside the borders of empire. The radical contingency of 
Habsburg defeat and disintegration is essential for understanding the 
mind-set of many Habsburg South Slav war veterans after 1918. 

Bearing all this in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that, at war’s outbreak, 
the highest echelons of the Austro-Hungarian army looked upon its chances 
of victory or defeat through the lens of nationalism; South Slav nationalism, 
in short, would make or break the Habsburg empire in the Balkans. It was 
not the case that all manifestations of national identity were considered a 
priori harmful to imperial interests; it was rather that Austro-Hungarian 
leaders wanted to determine which nationalities could be considered loyal 
and which could not. The fact that Austria-Hungary’s war was first and 
foremost a showdown with Serbia meant that the ‘South Slav question’ lay 
at the crux of these concerns. The war had the potential for deciding 
whether or not the imperial notion of a dynastically loyal South Slav 
element would become a reality, or whether it would have to give way to 
Serbia’s revolutionary drive. The war between Austria-Hungary and 
Serbia, then, was not simply a matter of determining military superiority - 
it was, in fact, a battle of ideas, about nation, empire, and even the future 
organization of Europe. In short, it was a conflict that both sides had to win. 
It could be argued that, given the differing nature of the aims of Serbia and 
Austria-Hungary, the war was bound to be Serbia’s opportunity and 
Austria-Hungary’s misfortune, for the monarchy was favourably inclined 
to the status quo, its desired cultivation of a dynastic South Slav loyalty was 
best achieved in peace; whereas the Serbian state’s self-perpetuated 
national revolution could only ever be achieved through war. 



Austria-Hungary’s South Slavs at war 

At the start of the conflict, the Austro-Hungarian army’s notions about 
the reliability of their South Slav soldiery tended to reflect the institu- 
tion’s - and indeed the monarchy’s - preoccupation with its nationalities 
question, and especially its overriding concerns about the Serbs. ‘ There 
had been some ‘good’ omens in the days before the beginning of the war: 
anti-Serb violence in Croat and Bosnian towns following the 



For a useful overview of Austria-Hungary at war, see Peter Haslinger, ‘Austria-Hungary’^ 
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assassination of Franz Ferdinand must have reassured the Habsburgs 
about the loyalty of their non-Serb South Slav subjects, at least.® And at 
the outbreak of the war, the imperial chief of the general staff, Franz 
Conrad von Hotzendorf, sent a memo to Franz Joseph claiming that 
Croats, Slovenes, and Slav Muslims from Bosnia were ‘completely reli- 
able’, whereas Serbs were ‘completely Russophile’,® statements which 
were a reflection of Conrad’s trenchant anti-Serb attitudes, attitudes 
which were shared with many in the Austro-Hungarian general staff. To 
be sure, nationality was an important factor in determining the loyalty of 
South Slavs both at the front and the rear, but it was not the sole factor, 
and once the war began, many new variables were introduced. 

That South Slavs served on different fronts was of some consequence, 
too: the experience of combat altered drastically depending on whether a 
soldier fought on the Italian front, the Balkan front, or on the Eastern 
front. Thus, on the Italian front, local matters often took precedence over 
the larger dimensions of the world conflict, because many South Slavs 
here fought primarily to protect home and hearth from Italian territorial 
pretensions. This accounts for the apparently higher morale of South 
Slav soldiers here than on the monarchy’s other fronts, in spite of the 
greater ferocity of the war. It also accounts for the smoother transition 
many South Slavs made from Austria-Hungary to Yugoslavia at the end 
of the war: the Italian threat persisted beyond 1918, and soldiers from the 
region were mobilized against this threat under the colours of the Austro- 
Hungarian and Yugoslav armies. The Italian presence in the region thus 
provided continuity during the transition from empire to nation state, and 
the military leaders of Yugoslavia found that soldiers who fought well on 
the Italian front for the Habsburgs would often, also, serve well in their 
army, too. This was less a case of dismantling wartime imperial culture 



® Anti-Serb violence in Croat and Bosnian towns after the assassination of Franz 
Ferdinand seemed to confirm these stereotypes; nevertheless, the monarchy sent out 
anxious memoranda asking that local authorities in the South Slav lands report on signs of 
loyalty and dissent. The responses, at least in the Croat lands, were almost uniformly 
reassuring. Thus, in Koprivnica, officials stated that the Croats there were a ‘frontier 
people [granicarski narod\’ who loved their emperor. The reference was to the now 
defunct military frontier, which lay partly in Croatia and had had a reputation for 
producing tough and loyal soldiers; see HDA 78-854. Anti-Serb demonstrations were 
also reported in Sarajevo; see Robert J. Donia, Sarajevo: A Biography (Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, 2006), 123-126. 

® Cited in Richard B. Spence, ‘The Yugoslav Role in the Austro-Hungarian Army, 1914- 
1918’, in N. Kiraly, B. Dreizinger, and A. Nofi (eds.). War and Society in East Central 
Europe: Volume XIX: East Central European Society in World War One (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985), 357. 
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than of preserving the local patriotism and concerns that had mobilized 
South Slavs to fight against the Italian army in the first place. 

The situation was very different on the Balkan front. During its cam- 
paign in Serbia, 1914-1915, Austro-Hungarian army leaders were keenly 
aware on the one hand of the potential for desertion amongst its Serb 
troops, and on the other of the propaganda value of showing South Slavs 
fighting loyally for the monarchy against Serbia. ^ ^ Once Serbia had been 
defeated, the Austro-Hungarian army relied considerably on the local 
knowledge (and language skills) of South Slav officers for intelligence 
purposes in Serbia, Bosnia, and Dalmatia, leading to an over- 
representation of such officers in these parts. South Slavs already had a 
reputation as loyal officers in the Austro-Hungarian army, whose regi- 
mental annals recognized that the Slavs of the military frontier, those of 
the grenzer (frontier) units, had in the past served the Habsburgs with 
fierce loyalty. The reputation of these officers survived the frontier’s 
dissolution in 1881, both Svetozar Boroevic and Stjepan Sarkotic, two 
of the army’s highest-ranking South Slav officers, were sons of grenzer 
officers from this region. South Slav officers, and especially Croats, served 
the army with distinction during the First World War. They included 
officers such as General Vladimir Laxa, awarded the Order of Maria 
Theresa for his service on the Italian front. General Antun Liposcak, 
governor-general in the occupied Polish lands, and Johann Salis-Seewis, 
a Croat officer who served for a spell as governor of Habsburg-occupied 
Serbia. 

The corps certainly left an important institutional imprint on many 
South Slavs who served in it. Austro-Hungarian officers had lived in a 
rarefied atmosphere, detached from civilian society by lengthy training 
and by their military lifestyle. The corps had its own values and its own 
attitudes towards politics and international relations. And the Austro- 
Hungarian military elite had been amongst the most vocal and implacable 
opponents of the Serbian nationalizing state before and during the war. 
Thus, for many Austro-Hungarian officers the Balkans were the ideolo- 
gical epicentre of Austria-Hungary’s war, the arena in which a decisive 
reckoning between the dynastic and legalistic principles of the monarchy 
and the Serbian nationalizing state would be staged. Both Salis-Seewis 
and Sarkotic endorsed Austria-Hungary’s denationalizing plans in Serb- 
populated lands. During the war, Sarkotic arranged the ‘Banja Luka 
Trials’ of 1916-1917, at which 156 Serbian intellectuals and political 
and ecclesiastical leaders were accused of spying for Serbia. Sarkotic also 
recruited armed militia groups, so-called Schutzkorps, comprising mainly 
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Slavic Muslims from Bosnia, to keep the Serb and pro-Yugoslav popula- 
tion of Bosnia under control/^ 

More generally, the Austro-Hungarian army came to prefer using 
Croats and Bosnian Muslims in the Balkan theatre, since they were - 
for obvious reasons - more loyal to the monarchy’s war aims than 
Habsburg Serbs, a fact that stored up resentment for the future South 
Slav state. Many Serbs who had experienced repression by Austria- 
Hungary under occupation came to look upon the Serbian state and the 
Serbian army as liberators, whilst many non-Serbs, who had suffered less 
collective suspicion and repression by Austria-Hungary, were subse- 
quently looked upon as ‘collaborators’ by the Serbian army and by 
many Serbs in the years after the war. Indeed, memoir literature and 
other accounts written by Habsburg Serbs in the interwar period tended 
to emphasize on the one hand the persecution of Serbs and on the other 
the agency of (non-Serbian) Habsburg South Slavs in such persecution. 
Thus Vladimir Corovic, a Serb from Bosnia who was interned during the 
war, catalogued the misfortunes of his co-nationals in the Black Book of the 
Suffering of Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina during the World War (1925). 
Similar experiences of persecution were described by Pero Slijepcevic 
(citing heavily from Corovic) in his article ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
the World War’ (1929). Dusan Obradovic, a Habsburg Serb who served 
in the Austro-Hungarian army during the war, claimed that Croat soldiers 
were wildly enthusiastic about fighting against the Serbs, singing anti- 
Serb songs as they went into battle,'^ and spoke nothing but German in 
the officers’ messes, a telling sign of their anti-Serb, pro-Habsburg 
attitudes. 



Returning from Russia 

The vast majority of Austria-Hungary’s South Slav soldiers were peasant 
conscripts, and it was they who were of decisive importance in the region, 
both to Austria-Hungary’s war and to Yugoslavia’s attempts to assert its 
authority after 1918. Their attitudes had been shaped by an ever greater 
war fatigue, present throughout the countryside, and kindled by a revolu- 
tionary temper carried back from Russia by ‘returnees’. ‘Returnees’ were 
South Slav soldiers that had been captured on the Eastern front, released 
from Russian captivity by the Bolsheviks during the revolution. 
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subsequently ‘returning’ home intent on forcing Austria-Hungary to 
withdraw from the war. In the Croat hinterland, where the Italian threat 
was not as palpable as it was in Dalmatia and the Slovene lands, this 
admixture of war fatigue and anti-war revolt was potent enough to end 
Austria-Hungary’s ability to effectively mobilize the population. 

The returnees were a large group, whose swollen size in part reflected 
Austria-Hungary’s cumulative military failures in the east. Here, the 
army’s many defeats had led to a great number of soldiers falling into 
Russian internment, especially after the so-called ‘Brusilov Offensive’ of 
June 1916, which had resulted in the loss of almost a third of Austria- 
Hungary’s ground forces, or about 750,000 soldiers, including 380,000 
prisoners of war.^^ Captivity was thus the experience of many thousands 
of Habsburg South Slavs sent to serve in the east. Once interned. South 
Slav conscripts found that the hierarchy of Russian captivity closely 
resembled the hierarchy of the Austro-Hungarian army itself: the prison 
camps of Tsarist Russia had upheld divisions between officers and men in 
captivity: rank-and-file prisoners were held separately from commis- 
sioned officers, the latter receiving more freedom and better treatment 
than the former.^® 

All of this was swept away by the Bolsheviks, for when they seized 
power in Russia they also released almost all POWs from captivity. The 
proposed revolution meant an end to the imperialist hierarchies of the 
past. For the Bolsheviks, Austro-Hungarian soldiers were as much vic- 
tims of the imperialist war as Russian workers and peasants: all had been 
forced to fight against their own class interests. All the strictures of the 
imperial system in Russia, so familiar to South Slav POWs from their own 
experiences in wartime Austria-Hungary, were swept aside by Russian 
peasants and workers who simply refused to adhere any longer to the rules 
of the imperialist war. The balance of power, so it seemed, had shifted 
decisively from the chancelleries and headquarters of the high commands 
to the barracks of the conscripted soldier. It was hardly necessary for 
South Slav POWs to be fully conversant in Marxism-Leninism to under- 
stand that an important change had taken place in Russia. For many, 
Lenin’s promise of ‘peace and bread’ meant simply an end to the fighting 
and the hardships that went with it. In Russia, the peasants and workers 
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were carrying out their own revolution, one potent enough to end a 
country’s participation in the war. 

This, for many South Slavs who served on the eastern front, was the 
significance of the Bolshevik revolution. Free of the fetters of war captivity. 
South Slav POWs were now also free to test the limits of imperial rule in 
their own state. The revolutionary transformations sent shockwaves across 
Europe, of course, and in the days and weeks after the Bolshevik seizure of 
power, Austro-Hungarian authorities sent memoranda and orders 
throughout the South Slav lands requesting that the organs of the police, 
army, and local administrations report back with any evidence that echoes 
of the Bolshevik revolution were reverberating in their own lands.^^ 

Austria-Hungary’s returnee problem was soon compounded by the so- 
called ‘Declaration Movement’. This was a popular response to the ‘May 
Declaration’, a document delivered by thirty-three deputies of the 
‘Yugoslav Club’ of the imperial parliament in Vienna, which called for ‘all 
territory of the Monarchy, where Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs live, to unite 
under the sceptre of the Habsburg-Lorraine dynasty into an independent 
national body, which will be free from foreign rule and based on a demo- 
cratic foundation’.^® The May Declaration itself, although calling for a 
major restrucmring of the monarchy, was nevertheless not a radical chal- 
lenge to Habsburg authority in the South Slav lands, since it called for this 
restrucmring to be achieved within the imperial framework. Its resonance 
was of significance in the Slovene lands, however, since the subsequent 
‘Declaration Movement’ of 1917-1918, in which as many as 200,000 
Slovenes added their signatures in support of the declaration, suggested 
that a grassroots mobilization in favour of South Slav unity was taking 
place. As Mark Cornwall points out, the ‘Declaration Movement’ must 
be understood in the context of the international dimension of the war and 
of events taking place throughout the monarchy, for it coincided with the 
tremors in the South Slav lands caused by Bolshevik revolution, the exit of 
Russia from the war, and the announcement of Woodrow Wilson’s 
‘Fourteen Points’ at the beginning of 1918 - all this at a time that the 
monarchy experienced food and labour protests throughout its lands. 

Chastened by this apparent challenge to its authority, Austria-Hungary 
tried to rein in these forces: the declaration movement was outlawed in 
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May 1918. But from spring of 1918 onwards, South Slav POWs started 
returning home from revolutionary Russia, in many cases calling upon 
their countrymen and women to emulate the revolution carried out hy 
Russian peasants, at least to the extent that they could end Austro- 
Hungarian participation in the world war. In spring, ‘returnee’ soldiers, 
apparently uncured of the Russian contagion, instigated barrack revolts in 
Styria Qudenburg) and Herzegovina (Mostar). And a naval mutiny in the 
Bay of Kotor (Cattaro) involving Czech and South Slav soldiers had 
concerned authorities on account of its socialist undertones. 

By the final year of the war, it was too late to repair the damage caused 
by prolonged fighting and shortages. There was now further social unrest 
caused by returnees who simply refused to rejoin their units, opting 
instead to form or join the armed bands of peasants that roamed the 
countryside of the Croat hinterland during 1918, attacking and looting 
the property of large landholders. These were the so-called ‘Green 
Cadres’, and joining them was a way of avoiding re-enlistment or 
reconscription into the army.^' As one peasant put it, 

A soldier who returned from Russian captivity explained to us what the situation 
was in Russia. He told us how the Tsar treated the people, how the people put 
down their weapons, fed up with war and poverty [. . .] they told us how revolution 
had destroyed the old order and how the people had decided that there would be 
no more war. They told us how the peasants and the workers were now the rulers 
of Russia, and that there was no more war over there. 

It was a message oft-repeated in the monarchy’s reports from the region 
during 1918. In Zemun, in 1918, for example, authorities reported on an 
encounter with a returnee who promised that ‘of all those returning from 
Russian captivity, not a single [soldier] will fight on the front, whichever 
front that may be’.^^ In August, a peasant from Osijek spoke of a meeting 
with two armed members of the ‘Green Cadres’ who had told him they 
were preparing a popular revolution similar to the one in Russia, assuring 
him that they had both the weapons and the numbers to do so.^"*" Austria- 
Hungary was feeling the delayed ‘aftershock’ of their losses on the eastern 
front, as so many of their soldiers captured there had now been released 
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from captivity and were returning home to undermine imperial authority 
in the region. By the autumn of 1918, just a year after the Bolshevik 
revolution, much of the Croat countryside was in a state of armed insur- 
rection against the monarchy. 

To an extent, Austria-Hungary’s considerable successes in mobiliz- 
ing its South Slav subjects during the first half of the war had now 
backfired. This was because, in order to wage war, the monarchy had 
imposed its institutions on the peasant population to an unprecedented 
degree. Taxes, conscription, requisitioning, the banes of peasant life 
even in peacetime, had been magnified many fold through the demands 
of prosecuting total war. Moreover, the war had uprooted hundreds of 
thousands of South Slav peasants and scattered them across Austria- 
Hungary’s various front lines: to the Balkans, the Italian front, and to 
the east. In the east, the revolutionary changes gave an example of how 
mass refusal could effectively undermine imperial authority to the 
extent that a great power like Russia was forced to withdraw from the 
war. The war had thus irrevocably transformed the attitudes of South 
Slavs, not just towards Austria-Hungary, but more generally towards 
any form of state power. For many South Slav peasants there could be 
no return to the status quo ante\ the Bolshevik revolution had taught 
them some principles about the limits of state power in relation to 
popular power, principles that were applicable not just to Austria- 
Hungary but to any centralized power that sought to impose itself in 
the region. 

At the end of the war, Yugoslavia did not always inherit from the 
defunct monarchy a quiescent ‘demobilized’ peasantry that, having 
refused Austria-Hungary’s war, would now embrace Austria-Hungary’s 
enemies as liberators. This was the formula of ‘liberation and unification’, 
which cast the Serbian army as the liberating heroes and Austria-Hungary 
as the vanquished foe. And in some cases the formula held, in Dalmatia or 
the Slovene lands, for example, where the Italian threat led to a situation 
wherein many people welcomed the Serbian army in their role of libera- 
tors and protectors. But elsewhere, in the Croat hinterland, for example, 
Yugoslavia and its institutions confronted a peasantry uprooted and 
‘awakened’ after witnessing the effects of a popular revolution; a peasan- 
try experienced in undermining official sanctions through local knowl- 
edge, networks, and kinship groups. For state-builders in Yugoslavia, the 
challenge here was not to dismantle and demobilize a Habsburg loyalty 
that ruled out loyalty to Yugoslavia; the challenge was rather to recon- 
struct the hierarchy between state institutions (especially the army) and 
the population which had prevailed in Austria-Hungary but which had 
been ruptured through ‘mobilization’ for total war. 
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The National Council of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs 

The successors of Austria-Hungary, the National Council of Slovenes, 
Croats, and Serbs, a group of Habsburg South Slav politicians based in 
Zagreb who assumed control of the South Slav lands in October 1918, 
soon understood that the monarchy’s problems with social unrest were 
also their problems, despite strenuous efforts to persuade people that 
their rule was a decisive break with the past. The unrest in the countryside 
at the end of the war continued after Austria-Hungary had gone: the 
council received reports throughout November from local and regional 
police and administrators pleading for military assistance to help quell 
disorder. In Stupnik, an envoy of the National Council complained that 
villages throughout the area were being terrorized by soldiers returning 
from the front. In Djakovo, National Council deputy Ivan Ribar 
decided to refuse a request to disband unreliable units of the ‘national 
guard’ (the National Council’s small armed forces), as to do so would 
leave the area without any kind of law and order.^® Reports from the areas 
surrounding Zagreb described an ‘anarchic’ situation, and requested that 
the Serbian army be called in to restore order.^^ A similar request was 
made by National Council envoys in Vinkovci, who noted that peace was 
actually being maintained by a ‘red guard’, that revolution was taking on a 
‘socialist character’, and that ‘the sky in the surrounding area is red from 
arson attacks’.^® The unrest showed how adrift the National Council was 
from events that were unfolding around it during October and November 
1918. For as the National Council hailed the end of Austria-Hungary and 
the imminent unification of the South Slavs, an even more popular revolt 
was taking place in the countryside that apparently neither needed nor 
asked for direction from the National Council. 

In the face of continued unrest, the council had just a handful of 
fragments from the Austro-Hungarian army with which to create a mili- 
tary force to deal with not only the unrest in the countryside but also the 
territorial claims of regional rivals, especially Italy. The council’s appeal 
to the Green Cadres not to destroy property ‘because you are destroying 
what is yours’ was ineffectual.^^ Their promise to ‘liquidate feudal ties’ 
and parcel out land, made to placate peasants in revolt, was a huge 
undertaking that was virtually impossible to realize in such a short space 
of time.^° Moreover, the National Council was often unwilling to con- 
sider trained and experienced Austro-Hungarian officers of South Slav 
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descent as reliable soldiers in their national guard, despite those officers’ 
professions of loyalty to the council. The National Council was in a 
dilemma over these men: on the one hand, they had the training and the 
experience necessary to lead the council’s tiny ad hoc armed forces; on the 
other hand, their loyalty to the new order could not be guaranteed. It 
seemed as if the National Council was surrounded: on the ‘left’ by a rural 
revolt with Bolshevik undertones, and on the ‘right’ by the spectre of 
Habsburg restoration, or military coup. And whilst the rural unrest in the 
formerly Habsburg South Slav lands was caused in large part by peasants 
who had been unwilling to recognize Habsburg authority and, after 
October 1918, were also unwilling to recognize the National Council’s 
authority, the council’s leaders were also nervous about the possibility of 
South Slav officers of the Austro-Hungarian army remaining loyal to the 
defunct monarchy. 

Thus, the National Council had sent an armed guard to surround the 
train carrying Stjepan Sarkotic from Sarajevo to Zagreb, fearing that 
the Austro-Hungarian General, Kaisertreu to the end, had arrived in the 
Croatian capital to cause mischief.^^ Sarkotic was detained for ten days, 
after which he was released and ordered to leave the country (which he 
did, travelling to Graz). With similar drama, the National Council 
panicked upon learning of the return to Zagreb of Antun Liposcak, the 
former governor-general of occupied Poland. The council’s members 
were not convinced by Liposcak’s note of 12 November, welcoming the 
creation of ‘Great Yugoslavia’ and offering to put his soldiers at the 
council’s disposal. The National Council thought it was more likely 
that Liposcak intended, along with a group of co-conspirators, to over- 
throw their rule and replace it with a military dictatorship. Liposcak and a 
fellow ‘conspirator’ were arrested on 22 November; the following day, the 
National Council announced that it had thwarted a plot involving officers 
throughout the country. The nervous members of the National Council 
continually saw harbingers of counter-revolution: uncertainties and mis- 
understandings involving Austro-Hungarian officers contributed to these 
heightened tensions. 

Just one day before the South Slav lands severed ties with Austria- 
Hungary, the Zagreb daily Obzor {Horizon) carried a favourable report on 
a performance at the Croatian National Theatre of Ivo Vojnovic’s dra- 
matic poem The Death of Mother Jugovic, based on a Serbian epic poem 
from the Kosovo cycle. According to Obzor, the standing ovation the 
poem received was evidence of a new epoch beginning throughout the 
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country. A Croat author and a Croatian poem, based on a celebrated 
episode from Serbia’s medieval history, performed in Croatia’s national 
theatre, ushering in South Slav unity. It was liberation and unification 
perfectly distilled into a public performance, but it was also evidence of 
how far out of joint the capital was from the events in the countryside, 
where the idea of revolution heralded by a poetry reading would have 
sounded absurd. The passage out of empire was not as smooth or poetic 
as members of Zagreb’s cultural elite and the National Council might 
have hoped. 

Overwhelmed by internal and external threats, the members of the 
National Council decided upon military and political union with 
Montenegro and Serbia, whose armed forces, it was felt, were alone 
capable of restoring order in the countryside and securing the borders 
from covetous neighbours. The decision was taken by the National 
Council during its famous overnight session of 24-25 November, and 
was voted for by a majority of the council, with significant dissent from the 
leaders of the Croat People’s Peasant Party (HPSS) and the Pure Party of 
Right (CSP). The unification was proclaimed by the Serbian regent 
Alexander Karadjordjevic on 1 December 1918, the ‘birthday’ of 
Yugoslavia. For many veterans of Serbia’s wars of 1912-1918, the date 
represented the realization of liberation and unification of all South Slavs, 
as we have seen. And yet the balance between liberation on the one hand 
and mere unification on the other differed depending on where one was, 
for if South Slavs in Dalmatia and in the Slovene lands welcomed the 
Serbian army as liberators and protectors from the Italian threat, so 
peasants in the Croat hinterland hardly needed ‘liberation’ from an 
empire many of them had been effectively resisting for some months. 
For many peasants the entrance of the Serbian army into the formerly- 
Habsburg lands at the end of 1 9 1 8 seemed more like the reinstitution of 
the old order than liberation from it. 



Cultures of defeat: the Frankists, 5 Deeember 1918, 
and the ‘Croatian counter-revolution’ 

Despite the revolution in Zagreb and the deteriorating loyalty of South 
Slav soldiers, there remained a kernel of support for Austria-Hungary 
right until the end of the war, and perhaps even beyond that. There was a 
number of professional officers who continued to serve the monarchy 
until the very day of its demise. Thus, it was the Croat Generals Luka 
Snjaric and Mihovil Mihaljevic who served as intermediaries between the 
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leaders of the National Council and the emperor’s circle at Schdnbrunn. 
Snjaric and Mihaljevic were initially unwilling to break their oath with the 
emperor and put themselves at the disposal of the National Council only 
after receiving instruction to do so from Charles himself. It was such 
loyalties that gave the National Council its grave concerns over using 
Austro-Hungarian officers in their own armed forces, and which caused 
the council to act with such alacrity in dealing with Sarkotic and Liposcak. 

A number of Austro-Hungarian officers were connected to the Frankist 
party, a small political party of conservative Croat nationalists whose 
support for Austria-Hungary remained unwavering until the very end of 
the war. The Frankists took their name from their founder Josip Frank, a 
lawyer from Osijek who founded the CSP after splitting with Ante 
Starcevic’s Croatian Party of Right in 1895. The followers of Frank, 
unlike those of Starcevic, favoured closer cooperation with Vienna, 
against Budapest, in order to achieve the union of the Croat lands. The 
Frankists came to share Vienna’s hostility towards the Serbian nationaliz- 
ing state, justification for which they found in Starcevic’s teaching. But if, 
from 1903 onwards, the Frankists’ anti-Serbianism was increasingly in 
accord with Vienna’s Balkan foreign policy, it was increasingly at odds 
with domestic politics in the Croat lands. The electoral successes of the 
Croat-Serb Coalition in 1905 demonstrated how the political classes in 
the Croat lands favoured South Slav cooperation as a means of 
unification. 

It was the outbreak of the war that changed the Frankists’ dwindling 
fortunes. Following the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, the Frankists 
spoke out against Serbia, attacking the Serbian state and its supporters in 
the Sabor (Assembly) and organizing anti-Serb demonstrations in the 
streets of Croatian towns and cities. It was the Frankists’ hope that such 
vocal support for Vienna’s war against Serbia would be rewarded in a 
post-war reorganization of the monarchy, one which would see the crea- 
tion of a South Slav political unit on the same level as Hungarians and 
Germans. As Ivo Pilar, an Austro-Hungarian officer and supporter of the 
Frankists who wrote during the war under the pseudonym ‘L. v. 
Siidland’, put it, the proposed South Slav pillar ‘cannot be anything 
other than a Croatian state’. He called for ‘Autonomy, achieved through 
800 years of historical development within the framework of the 
Monarchy’^ this was the so-called ‘trialist’ solution, as envisaged by the 
Frankists. In order for its successful implementation, it was necessary to 
confront and defeat Serbian nationalizing tendencies, especially in 
Bosnia, since Bosnia was to be an integral part of the South Slav political 
unit under trialism. 



Death throes and birth pains in South Slav lands 



131 



Unsurprisingly, the Frankists’ vision for Croatia’s political future, 
greatly enhanced but within an imperial framework, appealed to many 
Austro-Hungarian officers of Croat descent, officers whose institutional 
affiliation with the officer corps placed them close to Austro-Hungarian 
military and political elites. Here was a means of fighting Austria- 
Hungary’s war against Serbia whilst promoting Croatian national inter- 
estsj in this way, many officers saw no contradiction at all in fighting for 
both these causes. The Frankists hoped that something definite would 
come from their links with ruling Habsburg circles and their proximity to 
the Habsburg military elite. Frankist leaders had previously raised the 
idea of a ‘Military Commissariat’ of Habsburg Generals taking control in 
the Croat lands. In the middle of 1918, as the war reached a critical stage 
for Austria-Hungary, police in Zagreb found documents in which leading 
Frankists called for a suspension of the Sabor and the introduction of 
military rule in Croatia. 

The end of Austria-Hungary meant the loss of the privileges the 
Frankists had enjoyed as part of the Habsburg political elite. Like their 
supporters and members in the Austro-Hungarian officer corps, the 
defeat of the Central Powers brought with it a drastic loss of status. 
Worst of all, Serbia’s wartime victory and the entrance of the Serbian 
army onto Croatian soil seemed to be the realization of the Frankists’ 
greatest fears. It was in order to confront and defeat the Serbian nation- 
alizing state that the Frankists had supported Austria-Hungary’s war. If 
their hopes had been for an enlarged and unified Croatian political unit 
that enjoyed autonomy within a reformed imperial framework, the reality 
after 1918 was a South Slav state of which the military, political, and state 
institutions were dominated by Serbians. Naturally, the Frankists 
opposed unification with Serbia and Montenegro in the 24-25 
November session of the National Council. Once the unification had 
taken place, the Frankists took to the streets to agitate against it, distri- 
buting leaflets in Zagreb decrying the unification and claiming that the 
delegation of the National Council, comprising just twenty-eight people, 
could not make such a decision on behalf of the entire nation. According 
to the Frankists, the Croatian state had waited 1,000 years for just a few 
weeks of autonomy (from 29 October to 1 December); and this autonomy 
had been rashly given away by the National Council. The National 
Council responded quickly against the pamphleteers; still treating the 
Habsburg counter-revolution as a serious possibility, they arrested (on 3 
December) Frankist president Vladimir Prebeg, as well as members Josip 
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Pazman, Milan Kovacevic, Ante Matasic (a former general in the Austro- 
Hungarian army), and Mirko Puk (another Austro-Hungarian officer).^® 

Two days after these arrests, the Frankists were implicated in a revolt 
involving soldiers of the 25th and 53rd Infantry Regiments, both sta- 
tioned in Zagreb. Soldiers of the 25th Regiment had recently returned to 
Zagreb having fought for the National Council in Medjimurje. Both the 
25th and the 53rd Regiments had carried out security assignments for the 
National Council without incident. Yet on 5 December, after a small 
group of ringleaders handed out weapons, soldiers from the two regi- 
ments marched to Jelacic Square, where they held a protest against uni- 
fication. Bogdan Krizman had noted that by the end of November a 
‘republican mood’ had spread to the barracks in Zagreb.^® This, it 
seemed, was the influence of Stjepan Radio’s anti-militarist rhetoric and 
of ‘returnees’ from revolutionary Russia, and apparent in the slogans and 
chants of the soldiers on the day of the revolt (‘Long live the Croatian 
republic!’, ‘Long live the Bolshevik republic!’, ‘Long live Stjepan 
Radic!’).^® 

At Jelacic Square, the soldiers confronted sailors and pro-Yugoslav 
Sokolists loyal to the National Council. In the violence that ensued, 
fourteen soldiers and one Sokolist died.^° That evening, the National 
Council decided to dissolve both of the regiments. The National Council 
also closed down Dom (Home) and Hrvatska (Croatia), the peasant and 
Frankist party newspapers, and arrested Frankist leaders Ivo Elegovic and 
Vladimir Sachs. The 5 December would continue to resonate with the 
Frankists and their supporters throughout the 1920s. According to them, 
the soldiers’ revolt vindicated their opposition to the unification with 
Serbia and Montenegro, proving that the National Council’s decision 
lacked legitimacy and that Croats were, from the very beginning, opposed 
to Yugoslavia. The 5 December would provide an alternative to the 
official celebrations of unification on the 1 December, and the 
‘December victims’, the soldiers who died in 1918, would be recast as 
the first martyrs for Croatian independence. 

The Frankists now attempted to organize a ‘counter-revolution’ 
against South Slav unification, gathering together for this purpose in 
emigre groups in Austria and Hungary. Data on the activities, size, and 
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intentions of these groups are sparse, as historians have noted, and 
problems are exacerbated by the unreliability of the account of its leader 
turned Yugoslav government informer, former Austro-Hungarian officer 
and Frankist Emanuel ‘Manko’ Gagliardi, made available in 1922."*'^ 
Gagliardi, along with two former Austro-Hungarian officers of Croat 
descent, Beno Klobucaric and Vilim Stipetic, formed a propaganda com- 
mittee, the ‘Croat Committee’, in the summer of 1 9 1 9. The Frankists and 
former officers affiliated with the Croat Committee hoped to fan the 
flames of anti-Serbian sentiment amongst the Croats by calling for the 
immediate withdrawal of the Serbian army and free elections in the Croat 
lands. Widespread discontent with the terms of South Slav uniflcation 
was taken for granted by the committee members, who accepted the 
Frankist interpretation of recent developments in the South Slav lands, 
namely that the National Council was an unrepresentative body, which 
had decided on uniflcation with Serbia without consulting the Croat 
people; Croats, in turn, were united in their opposition to Yugoslavia. 

The words of the Croat Committee were backed by the arms of the 
Croat Legion, a volunteer paramilitary force based in Hungary (in 
Koszeg, and then later in Zalaegerszeg), whose existence was announced 
by the committee in November 1919.^^ The legion was the military wing 
of the Frankists’ counter-revolution; its chief recruiter was Stjepan Duic, 
a former Austro-Hungarian lieutenant colonel who had toured Italian 
POW camps in order to garner manpower for the legion and support for 
its cause. The fruits of Duic’s labour were probably very meagre indeed; 
exact figures of the committee’s and legion’s membership are absent, the 
Croat Committee claimed that their legion was 300,000 strong, an out- 
landish exaggeration presumably intended to persuade Croats back home 
of the likelihood of the counter-revolution. Intelligence reports from 
Belgrade and Zagreb gave a figure ‘derived from various sources’ of 250 
officers, with a further 50 ‘higher officers’, noting also that the committee 
had the support of Hungarian legitimists and a spy network based in Novi 
Sad.^® In a letter addressed to peasant party deputy leader Vladko Macek, 
Vladimir Sachs, a member of the Croat Committee, suggested the figure 
was nearer to one hundred men.^^ 

Presuming that the legion, at most, numbered hundreds rather than 
thousands of soldiers, it is likely that the Frankist emigres were counting 
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on a number of other factors that would offset their lack of manpower. 
Certainly the Frankists took it for granted that their own opposition to 
unification was widespread amongst Croats. They also believed that 
disgruntled Croat officers and soldiers within the army would support 
their uprising once it had started. After all, the 5 December soldiers’ 
revolt was, for the Frankists, a tremor that pointed towards a larger 
quake. Then they had the report of Josip Metzger, the Croat Legion’s 
commander and a former captain of the Austro-Hungarian army. 
Metzger had served briefly in the armed forces of the National Council, 
where he had attempted to organize a left-wing military revolt with 
Bolshevik sympathizers such as Vladimir Copic. When this attempt failed, 
Metzger kibitzed to the right, joining the Frankist emigres, in whose ranks 
he remained throughout the 1920s, graduating thereafter into the 
Ustashe. He had assured his Bolshevik co-conspirators that Croat sol- 
diers, unhappy with conditions in the South Slav state’s army, would 
support their revolt;^® no doubt he assured the Croat Committee in 
similar terms. 

Perhaps more important to the Frankist emigres than this fantasy of a 
popular uprising at home was the international context. These ex-officers 
and would-be militants saw themselves as part of a larger counter- 
revolutionary movement that was present throughout central Europe in 
the aftermath of the First World War. After all, the Frankists were not the 
only group who sought to revise the war’s outcome through violent 
means: there was also the Freikorps in Germany, Gabriele d’Annunzio’s 
volunteer army in Fiume (Rijeka), the Szeged counter-revolutionaries, 
and the Austrian Heimwehr. These groups, which often comprised ex- 
officers and soldiers who resisted demobilization after 1918, formed what 
Robert Gerwarth has called a ‘paramilitary subculture’ whose supporters 
stalked the European settlement in the years after the end of the First 
World War.^® Indeed, the Croats were closely and variously connected to 
this ‘White International’: in Austria, the emigres maintained contacts 
with Hungarian legitimists, with the Italian embassy (and Italy was the 
revisionist power par excellence in the Balkans), with deposed Emperor 
Charles in Switzerland, with Albanian leaders opposed to Yugoslavia, and 
with the volunteers who had occupied Eiume (Rijeka).^® The Croat 
Committee appears to have been inspired by Gabriele D’Annunzio’s 
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taste for spectacle: its members had planned a flight over Zagreb in 
February 1920 (using a plane on loan from Italy) for the purpose of 
dropping propaganda leaflets over the town, a similar stunt to 
D’Annunzio’s own famous flight over Vienna in 1918. 

The Croat counter-revolution, however, was a minor strain of this 
larger paramilitary subculture: the Legion was no Freikorps nor 
Heimwehr. And indeed, the Frankists were almost always on the margins 
during the 1 920s. The end of the Croat Committee and the Croat Legion 
came in 1920, after the emigres foreign connections had been exposed. 
The Belgrade government sent a letter of protest to Vienna and Budapest, 
which was enough to extinguish the Frankist insurgency. In Zagreb, a 
number of Frankists believed to be associated with the emigres, most 
notably historian Milan Sufflay and lawyer, publicist, and former Austro- 
Hungarian officer Ivo Pilar, were arrested on charges of treason. The trial, 
which took place over the summer of 1921, was a cause celebre.^^ The 
defendants were represented by Zagreb lawyer Ante Pavelic, himself a 
figure of increasing stature in the Frankist party. Of the accused, Pavelic 
told the court ‘that this revolutionary organization was not serious, rather 
it was very trivial [. . .] the whole group did not amount to anything, a few 
trivial people, playing at being diplomats and politicians, not capable of 
taking any serious action’. Josip Horvat also considered the whole thing 
a rather fantastic plot, masterminded by the conman Gagliardi, ‘that man 
with the stature of Sancho Panza, with a mask of a most smiling and good 
natured gentleman which was a kind of “lock”, which securely concealed 
a scoundrel’. Indeed, and despite the sensation caused by the Croat 
emigres’ scheming, the Croat Legion and the Croat Committee were not 
a serious threat to the stability of Yugoslavia. 

Yet the Frankists and their supporters in the Austro-Hungarian officer 
corps continued to nurse a grudge against Yugoslavia during the 1920s; 
liberation and unification was remembered as a terrible defeat, a betrayal 
of their wartime sacrifice by a small group of treacherous Croats on the 
National Council, who delivered the nation to its most dangerous enemy: 
the Serbian nationalizing state. In the coming years, the Frankists and the 
handful of former Austro-Hungarian officers who supported them would 
construct a Croatian ‘culture of defeat’ that was the antithesis of libera- 
tion and unification. Although small, the devotion of its adherents 
allowed it to survive at the margins of Yugoslavia during the first decade 
after the end of the war; eventually, as we shall see, the Croatian culture of 
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defeat was regenerated by Ante Pavelic into a full-blown radical-right 
programme which promised to redeem the humiliations of 1918. 



Spectres of war: Bolshevism and republicanism 

Like their predecessors in Austria-Hungary, the authorities in Yugoslavia 
were deeply concerned that the presence of so many South Slav ‘retur- 
nees’ back from Russia would undermine their rule. During 1919, the 
regime found ample evidence that Bolshevism, or republicanism - or even 
both - had infiltrated the institutions of the state. It was a particular 
concern in the army, which needed to be built into a reliable instrument 
as quickly and efficiently as possible but which also needed to conscript 
men who had been in revolutionary Russia, some of whom had, until 
recently, been part of the peasant unrest in the countryside. 

Thus, in Susak, in April 1919, authorities reported a meeting held by 
workers at which speakers promised ‘a great revolution throughout the 
whole of Europe, and especially in our country, the proletariat will be 
called upon to take power into its own hands, since until now it has shed 
blood for capitalism alone, now it must do so for its own sake’.^"*" And in 
Ogulin in June 1919a gendarmerie chief reported that soldiers returning 
from Russian captivity were spreading Bolshevism in the district, whilst in 
nearby Crkvenici a ‘republican spirit’ had been observed. In Zdenac, an 
army recruiter was threatened with physical violence when he tried to list 
those eligible for military service; ‘they want a republic, and not King 
Petar’, he reported.^® Agitation against conscription was also reported in 
Varazdin and Bovic. In Vrbanj, leaflets were circulated that read ‘down 
with King Peter, down with Croatian isolation, down with militarism, 
long live the republic!’, and ‘down with King Peter, down with the Serbs, 
down with isolation!’®^ In Kratecko, a village near Sisak, young men who 
had been arrested after trying to avoid conscription claimed they had been 
told by a bishop that ‘they did not need to go into the army, since there 
was no-one to serve’. And inside the army itself, a short-lived barracks 
revolts took place in Maribor (22 July) and Varazdin (23 July).^® There 
were reports of a similar attempt at ‘Bolshevik insurrection’ in Osijek that 
appeared to have support from Bela Kun’s Hungary. In Karlovac, in 
summer 1919, a commanding officer reported that a group of ex-POWs 
were agitating amongst conscripts in order to spread Bolshevism. This 
was aggravating the already existing problem of military deserters from his 
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battalion. He believed that conscripts would take heed of Bolshevik 
propaganda merely to escape from their military duties. It was primarily 
because of this unwillingness to serve in the army, he felt, that Bolshevism 
was attractive.®^ 

All these reports spoke to the beginning of a lengthy fixation with 
communism, present not just in Yugoslavia but throughout Europe. 
The spectre of Bolshevism would come to haunt the post-1918 
Wilsonian order throughout the interwar period, elating many 
Europeans and terrifying many others, spurring on communists, but 
also spurring on conservative, statist, and right-wing forces to act ruth- 
lessly in order to ward off the Bolshevik threat.®^ Indeed, it was under the 
rubric of ‘anti-communism’ that many of the patriotic associations of the 
Serbian wartime generation acted, and anti-communism became one of 
the foundational tenets of the new Europe. Certainly the ‘victorious’ 
successor states of Austria-Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and 
Yugoslavia itself, were committed to an anti-Bolshevik line. 

But were there grounds for such fear of a Bolshevik revolution in 
Yugoslavia immediately after 1918? To be sure, a Yugoslav communist 
movement did exist. A number of South Slav POWs had indeed turned to 
Bolshevism whilst in revolutionary Russia. A small but well-organized 
group of them were arriving back from Russia at the end of 1 9 1 8 and the 
beginning of 1 9 1 9 and were working energetically to establish a Bolshevik 
party and a network for the purpose of socialist revolution.®^ The fruits of 
this group’s labours included the successful organization of a general 
strike in July 1919, as well as the unsuccessful barracks revolts in 
Maribor and Varazdin, with similar plans for revolts uncovered in 
Osijek, Subotica, and Zagreb. Abroad, the former POWs found allies 
and financial backers during the lifetime of Bela Kun’s Hungarian Soviet. 
The communists scored impressive results in various parts of the country 
in the elections to the constituent assembly in November 1920, as well as 
in the municipal elections that preceded them. According to authorities in 
Croatia, communist agitation, as well as the success of Bela Kun’s 
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revolution in Hungary and the expectation of the arrival of Hungarian 
‘Red Guards’, inflamed these revolts.®^ 

And yet communist revolution in Yugoslavia was still many years (and 
another war) away. In the years after the First World War, the interna- 
tional climate became ever less hospitable to socialist revolution. The best 
chance came in 1919 for the few Bolshevik returnees to harvest popular 
sentiment for their own political ends. The White counter-revolution in 
Hungary was a severe blow to the morale of South Slav communists; it 
may also have partially eased the concerns of authorities about the com- 
munist threat in their own country. If it did, however, it did not ease the 
repressive measures the regime took against the communists, which were 
strengthened in the years immediately after the war and remained in force 
thereafter. 

In dealing with the communist menace, the regime was able to con- 
struct and intensify a number of measures aimed at ‘anti-state’ forces that 
could be readily applied elsewhere (e.g. against the republicanism of 
Stjepan Radic, see below), most notably the ‘Decree’ (Obznana) and 
the ‘Law for the Protection of the State’ (Zakon o zastiti drzave). This 
latter, which outlawed the communists, was brought in following the 
assassination of former interior minister (and author of the Obznana) 
Milorad Draskovic by a young communist from Bosnia named Alija 
Alijagic (the communists had also planned an assassination attempt on 
Alexander). With these measures in place, communism became a chi- 
mera in Yugoslavia: the product of anxieties about the spread of revolu- 
tion from Russia, and also a justification used by the regime to impose 
repressive measures against its opponents. 

Notwithstanding the small cadres of energetic and ideologically com- 
mitted veterans who contributed to the formation of the communist party 
after the war, the vast majority of returnees had an imperfect understand- 
ing of the politics of Bolshevism. As we saw earlier, many returnees saw 
the Russian Revolution first and foremost as a means of ending their 
involvement in the war. There is a parallel here with the situation in 
rural Germany at the end of the First World War, where, according to 
Benjamin Ziemann, peasant unrest had less to do with ideology than it did 
with war-weariness and an overriding desire to end the fighting.®® 

Such sentiments were harnessed not by the communists, who 
demanded renewed political action and also, possibly, renewed fighting, 
but instead by Stjepan Radic and the HPSS, who promised rather a 
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decisive break from the era of foreign wars and foreign armies, and rallied 
peasants around an anti-militarist, pacifist platform. The introduction of 
universal manhood suffrage into the formerly Habsburg South Slav lands 
after the war transformed the HPSS of Stjepan Radic from a marginal 
political party into a mass electoral force. In the years before and during 
the First World War, most of the Croat lands had been under a narrow 
political franchise: the right to vote was denied to almost all Croat pea- 
sants until after 1918. But when given the right to vote, Croat peasants 
(about 80 per cent of the Croatian population) did so almost uniformly 
for Radic and the peasant party. In elections to the constituent assembly 
in November 1920, 438,799 men in Croatia and Slavonia voted, 203,590 
of them for the Croat Peasant Party.®® In Yugoslavia’s first parliamentary 
elections at the beginning of 1923, the peasant party ran for the first time 
in Dalmatia and Bosnia, increasing its vote to 473,333, or 21 .8 per cent of 
the total votes cast throughout the country, making it the second most 
supported party. ®^ The dramatic changes in the political and electoral 
landscape were summed up by author and publicist Josip Horvat: 

Throughout 1918 political life was restricted to a layer of the intelligentsia and 
bourgeoisie, representatives of which called the shots, politically, on behalf of all 
layers, in the name of everyone. The people, however, had for four years paid an 
unimaginable tribute in blood and money. By 1918, the Croat lands had sent over 
half a million soldiers to bleed on the battlefields from Champagne to the Urals; 
around one hundred thousand of the healthiest men had died over there [. . .] And 
under the influence of returnees from Russia and from the battlefield, and beneath 
the clamour of political discussions from the city, a new seed began to spring from 
aspirations that were centuries old: hunger for land, aspirations for a new move- 
ment and a new direction, aversion to any kind of state power [. . .] This develop- 
ment went unnoticed, since all political parties without exception had little or no 
contact with the widest sections of the nation.®® 

The wartime careers of the members of the Croat Peasant Party reflected 
more generally the variety of wartime experiences among Habsburg 
South Slavs. Thus, for example, Vladko Macek, one of Radio’s closest 
allies, had served as an officer in the Austro-Hungarian army on various 
fronts; Stjepan Uroic had served on the Eastern front, and whilst not a 
communist, had seemingly become radicalized by his spell in Russia; and 
Ivan Subasic had served in the South Slav volunteer divisions of the 
Serbian army. Radic himself had been given dispensation from serving 
in the army on account of his poor eyesight, yet his control of the party was 
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absolute during the 1920s, and his sway over the Croat peasantry, many 
of whom had served and fought during the war, was absolute. As Ante 
Trumbic put it. 

With his lightning-fast intuition he confronted not just the political, but also the 
post-war psychological situation in Croatia. He understood well that the Croat 
peasant, who had returned home after four years of wartime suffering for foreign 
interests, full of disappointments, [and] was miserable and furious to find his land 
under Serbian military occupation, which, under the name of ‘national unity’ was 
being conducted without any regard [for the population] under the excuse it had 
‘liberated [the people] from Austrian slavery’.®® 

If Alexander embodied the Serbian soldier’s sacrifice for the liberation 
and unification of all South Slavs, Radic came to see himself as the 
spokesman for the Croat peasantry who had served and fought during 
the war. But in the absence of victory, Radic transfigured the sacrifice of 
the Croat soldier into a pacifist, anti-militarist message, one that was 
radically at odds with liberation and unification. The revolutionary trans- 
formations in Russia were central to this transfiguration, which was 
understandable, since so many Croat peasants had served in Russia 
during the war. 

Radic was impressed by the impact of the Bolshevik revolution within 
the context of the world war. It appeared to be the culmination of a long 
tradition of Russian populism, a tradition that had been central to the 
formulation of his own party’s political platform. In Russia, peasants had 
empowered themselves by crushing the militarism of the Tsarist empire, 
on whose behalf they had been forced to fight. Yet despite these initially 
positive developments, Radic rejected the subsequent violence of the 
Russian civil war. He spoke of how he admired the spirit which had 
animated the revolution in its early stages: the popular will of peasants 
in Russia to resist the Tsar’s war, but also of how he rejected the methods 
that the Bolsheviks went on to use in order to secure their revolution. 
According to Radic, the Croat peasant was also averse to such methods, 
since 
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There were more than 100,000 of our people in Russia, and they saw what the 
greatest world revolution really was. They understood its spirit, namely, that a free 
peasantry be created. They supported this spirit of freedom, but they condemned 
the methods.^® 

Bolshevism’s shortfall was to be compensated by Wilsonian self- 
determination. In Wilson’s programme, Radic found the humanitarian 
principles that he felt were lacking in Leninism. And like so many at the 
time, he also saw in Woodrow Wilson a powerful potential sponsor for the 
Croats. Indeed, in February 1919, Radic was arrested and imprisoned 
(the first of many occasions) for trying to pass a petition to the American 
president, via the French military mission in Zagreb. 

As for the war itself, Radic felt that the experience of combat had taught 
the peasantry a valuable lesson in the perils of militarism and of fighting 
on behalf of a foreign interest, for the peasant had paid the highest price of 
any social class during the war: 

The world war had a powerful impact on all of us and on that basis has changed 
our political attitude. The war had the greatest impact on the peasants and 
workers, since this was really a peasant and workers’ war, in so far as all of its 
suffering and horrors were most acutely and most terribly felt by the poor peasants 
and the workers.^^ 

This led Radic to draw provocative parallels between Austria-Hungary 
during the war and the behaviour of the Serbian army in the post-war 
period: both came from outside to impose upon the Croatian peasantry a 
militarist order, both could justifiably be resisted (nonviolently) since the 
war had decisively ended the epoch of foreign armies forcing the peasant 
to serve and to fight. It was a theme that Radic and the peasant party 
continued to develop during 1919. Thus Rudolf Herceg, the peasant 
party’s leading ideologue, gave two lectures on Croats and the war in 
which he spoke of the conflict as a ‘great school’ (a metaphor which Radic 
also liked to use) for the Croat peasantry, that in the wake of the Russian 
revolution and Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, the Croatian peasant 
had learnt to resist war, and that the unrest of autumn 1918 was a 
manifestation of this resistance. According to Herceg, this was a far cry 
from the Serbian experience of the war, for the Serbians had been trans- 
formed from ‘peace-loving Slavs’ into ‘warlike Spartacists’ through cen- 
turies of Ottoman rule: 
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That is why the [Serbian] peasant went happily to his death in 1912 and 1914, his 
homeland was contaminated by an imported bourgeoisie and bureaucracy. In a 
year and a half at the censors and Feldkirch (Serbian and South Slav division) I 
did not find a single letter in which the Serbian peasant criticized the war, not even 
after the retreat across Albania. 

The conscious rejection of liberation and unification was clear: according 
to Herceg, the war had turned Serbians into hawks and Croats into doves. 
As facile as it was, the generalization showed how the culture of victory 
and of liberation and unification was not applicable in the Croatian 
countryside. The experiences of war, then, had sent Serbians and 
Croats to opposite ends of the spectrum. And yet the peasant party 
could be as inconsistent on this point as it was on any other. Radic 
would claim in one article published in Dom (Home), the peasant party 
newspaper, that it was the influx of Croat volunteers from the United 
States at Salonika that restored the fighting spirit of the Serbian army 
during the war and that without them the Serbian army would probably 
have been defeated. 

For their part, many Croat peasants were quick to draw on such 
comparisons between Austro-Hungarian and Serbian oppression. As 
the American observer Leroy King warned in spring 1919, ‘The Serbian 
army is now scattered throughout Croatia; and there have been many 
acts of “militarism” which the peasants do not like. Here in Agram 
[Zagreb] one hears many expressions of dislike for the methods of the 
Serbian military administration.’^^ Yugoslavia’s problems were strik- 
ingly and worryingly similar to those experienced by Austria-Hungary in 
its last days. Thus, in August 1920, a circular was despatched from 
Zagreb throughout the Croatian lands warning of the deterioration of 
public security (especially in Srijem/Srem) over the last four to five 
months.^® The circular advised the recruitment of local leaders, clergy, 
and school teachers in a bid to impress upon the population of these 
areas the need for improved security, which was, after all, in the interests 
of everyone. The issue of recruiting conscripts into the new army was 
also highlighted, apparently because it was proving a problem: ‘It is 
particularly necessary to show to the people the need for military service 
as an unconditional and equitable duty, that all must serve in the army. 
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and the serious consequences which will fall unavoidably on every 
deserter. Indeed, the potential for unrest was realized in autumn 
1920, shortly before the peasant party’s success in the elections to the 
constituent assembly. Attempts by the army to brand cattle, a practice 
new to the Croat countryside, were misinterpreted by Croatian peasants 
as potentially injurious to their stock. The fact that many of these 
animals were subsequently taken away from peasants for two-month 
military exercises further inflamed the situation and was an unwanted 
reminder of wartime requisitioning. Plus ga change: the new order 
resembled the old. 

The eventual quelling of the uprising did not mark the end of hostility 
to the army in the Croatian countryside. The following year, the com- 
mander of the Sava Division, located in Zagreb and covering Croatia and 
Slavonia, reported that 56 per cent of recruits who had been issued with 
documents for conscription into the army had failed to report to duty. 
Republican agitation and Radicist calls for ‘no more army’ were, he felt, 
the cause of this poor turnout.^® Just as during the war, deserters from the 
army turned to local kinship groups and networks to help hide them. 
Dusan Jovanovic, a lieutenant-colonel in Sisak, noted that many recruits’ 
parents were expecting ‘a revolution’ (which undoubtedly brought to 
mind the anarchy of autumn 1918, both for peasants and for the autho- 
rities), and would not give any information on the whereabouts of their 
sons.®° Some reports suggested it was possible that recruits were slipping 
across the border into Hungary to escape the reach of the army and the 
gendarmes.®' This resistance often led to harsh reprisals, which in turn 
further alienated the peasantry from the army and the institutions of 
the state. 

So too did the army’s policy of sending recruits to different parts of 
the country for their military service. The army moved enlisted men 
away from home for their military service, so Croat recruits would not 
serve in the Croat lands, but in another part of the country, as would 
Serbians and Slovenes. This was presented as an opportunity for 
recruits to ‘get to know their beautiful homeland better’, and to get to 
know their neighbours better too, since ‘the army is now a national 
army, through which the whole nation must pass. Such an army is a 
great national school in which soldiers can get to know each other. 



™ Ibid. ™HDA 137-15. “ibid. HDA 137-18. 

Bosiljka Janjatovic has catalogued the semi-legal and illegal measures taken against the 
population in her book Politicki teror, 105-109. 

Vojnicki glasnik, 15 May 1921. 
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If this was true, it was also true that by not allowing territorial forma- 
tions, military leaders were eliminating the risk of proto-national forces 
accruing in the country. The policy of scattering conscripts in this war 
prevented any significant build-up of soldiers of a single ethnicity or 
nationality in their own region. Such fears were well founded. In the 
Croat lands, especially, an uprising of soldiers against the state and the 
army was considered a real possibility, both by those in favour and 
those against such an uprising. 

One of the problems of this policy, however, was the great dis- 
parity in the security and conditions of Yugoslavia’s various regions, 
and many Slovenes and Croats (and no doubt many Serbians too) 
resented being posted to trouble spots, especially in the south of the 
country. Indeed, Ivo Banac has gone so far as to claim that the 
plebiscite held in Carinthia in October 1920, in which a majority 
of Slovenes voted for their region to be incorporated into Austria 
rather than Yugoslavia, was decided in large part by Slovenes who 
did not want to serve in the Yugoslav army and risk being posted to 
the restive areas of Yugoslavia.®'* Moreover, Radicist agitation was 
also extended to within the army during this time, as peasant party 
supporters began to spread rumours of the republic amongst Croat 
conscripts serving across the country. In March 1923 the authorities 
intercepted a letter to a Croat conscript serving in Valjevo, in which 
a well-wisher lamented the fact that he had to serve in Serbia (i.e. 
away from home) but assured him that a revolution/republic could 
be expected any time soon.®^ In June, notes to Croat soldiers serving 
on the Bulgarian border were intercepted, in which family members 
informed them that a republic was about to be formed.®® The British 
ambassador Sir Alban Young noted the presence of this agitation in 
several of his annual reports, although he thought that peasant sup- 
port for Radic in this area was based largely on pragmatism and 
resentment at the new order: ‘It is not surprising then that the Croat 
peasant should long for a republic, where there would be neither 
army nor tax-gatherers.’®^ The continued anti-militarist propaganda 
of the peasant party and Stjepan Radic was a great provocation not 
only to the army, but to liberation and unification itself, and there- 
fore to the very foundations of Yugoslavia. 



Ivo BanaCj ‘Was the Albanian Opposition to the Serb Kingdom’s Annexation in 1912 
without Justification?’, in Anna Di Lellio (ed.). The Case for Kosova: Passage to 
Independence (London: Anthem Press, 2006), 56. 
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Conclusion 

Unlike the institutions of the Serbian nationalizing state, the institutions 
of Austria-Hungary were unable to survive the pressures of a long and 
total war. The fragments of a collapsed empire were strewn across the 
region in the years after the end of the war; they were the debris upon 
which the new successor states of central and eastern Europe were built. 
Pockets of Austro-Hungarian officers resisted the Entente victory and the 
establishment of these new states after 1918, hoping instead to realize a 
‘counter-revolution’ that would turn over the categories of victor and 
vanquished. Among this group were a small number of Austro- 
Hungarian officers of Croat descent who had been simultaneously loyal 
to the empire and loyal to their national affiliation during the war years. 
This tiny group nurtured a ‘culture of defeat’ that would evolve into a 
radical-right faction at the beginning of the 1930s, as we shall see in 
Chapter 5. 

There was, then, a kind of continuity between conservative military 
and political elites in Austria-Hungary and the radical right in Croatia. 
But in most cases, the war had dramatically altered the relationship 
between the South Slav population and the institutions of the state; 
relations which had during the war years been more intrusive and over- 
bearing than ever before. The legacy of this state presence was still felt 
long after the end of the war. The rise of Radic and the resistance of the 
Croat peasantry to Yugoslavia’s national institutions speak to the mix of 
ruptures and continuities between war and peace, mobilization and 
demobilization, and Austria-Hungary and Yugoslavia in these parts. 
Radic and his programme of agrarian populism represented a bold 
new direction in Croatian politics, one which emerged almost out of 
nowhere in the years after the war. 

It was ironic that the cause of Radio’s success was precisely the 
extension of Serbia’s broad pre-1914 electoral franchise to the Croat 
lands: the Belgrade regime had itself opened the gates to one of its most 
nettlesome opponents. Small wonder that many Serbians, and espe- 
cially those who were members of patriotic and veterans’ associations, 
chalked this up as another failure of the parliamentary system, which 
allowed dangerous anti-state forces such as Radic to infiltrate the 
national institutions of the state. And yet Radic was to a certain extent 
only riding a wave of discontent that had begun before the creation of 
Yugoslavia and was linked to the increasing war-weariness of South Slav 
peasants in Austria-Hungary. By imposing its state power on peasants 
to an unprecedented extent during the years of total war, Austria- 
Hungary had opened the Pandora’s box of resistance to centralized 
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institutions such as the army. Desertion from the army can be traced 
back to the last days of Austria-Hungary, and there is a clear link 
between the unwillingness of many Croat soldiers to return to 
Habsburg colours during 1918 and their unwillingness to be con- 
scripted into the Yugoslav army. Radic was in a sense merely telling 
the peasants what they wanted to hear, that the removal of outside 
authority, experienced briefly in the Croat countryside in the autumn 
of 1918, was a glimpse of a more permanent and forthcoming transfor- 
mation of society. 



5 Refractions of the Habsburg war 

Ongoing conflicts and contested commemorations 



Introduction 

In 1930, a troupe of English actors, ‘The English Players’, toured 
Yugoslavia with a production of Journey’s End, R. C. Sherriff s potent 
drama about British soldiers on the Western Front. Journey’s End was 
already a great success: a production starring the English actor Lawrence 
Olivier had a two-year run on the London stage. Throughout Europe, in 
fact, there had been a sudden surge in depictions of the war in literature, 
film, and theatre. It was a marked contrast to the first decade since the end 
of the war, in which such depictions had been far fewer. Now, along with 
Journey’s End, there was Erich Maria Remarque’s bestseller All Quiet on 
the Western Eront, published in 1929 (and filmed by American director 
Lewis Milestone a year later), Robert Graves’ memoir Goodbye to All 
That, Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War, and Siegfried Sassoon’s 
Memoirs of a Eox-Hunting Man. 

The arrival of English actors in Yugoslav theatres to perform a play 
based on the wartime experiences of a captain in the British army showed 
how this renaissance transcended national borders, and how it translated 
successfully from western to eastern Europe. At the end of the 1920s, as 
we have seen, Serbian veterans were coming to see their war experiences 
and sacrifices as one part of a far larger tale told on a world-historical 
stage. The story of British soldiers serving on the Western Front would be 
intelligible and relevant to them, just as the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors observed a minute of silence on the day the war 
ended on the Western Front. Liberation and unification was congruous 
with all this, because all this drew out the grander significance of Serbia’s 
sacrifice during the war.^ But a few days before the Belgrade 

^ In fact, the Serbian critic who reviewed the Belgrade performance of Journey’s End 
applauded the play precisely because it went against the grain of bombastic celebrations 
of the First World War. For him, what was remarkable about the play and the new surge in 
depictions of the war was the way they had divested the conflict of its ‘patriotic ephemera’. 
Sherriff, like Remarque, had replaced ‘tirades’ with ‘emotionally honest humanism’; 
instead of the unconvincing ‘iron statues’ of war heroism, there were now the heartfelt 



147 



148 



In the shadow of war 



performance, the English troupe had performed the play in the Croatian 
capital Zagreb. The English visitors, if they were observant, would have 
seen the differences in landscape as they passed from the formerly 
Habsburg South Slav lands into Serbia. Although no national border 
had been passed, the actors had passed over one of the war’s invisible 
fault lines. A regional tour in England would produce no such dramatic 
variations. 

Serbian veterans and their associations had been busy over the preceding 
decade, as we have seen, and by 1930 the centre of commemorative gravity 
in Yugoslavia was located squarely in the Serbian lands. There was nothing 
on the same scale in the formerly Habsburg lands, nor were Habsburg 
South Slavs as active in veterans’ or patriotic associations as their Serbian 
counterparts. To a greater extent than in Serbia, veterans of the Austro- 
Hungarian army contested the meaning of the war and the war sacrifice. As 
we have seen, many Serbian veterans would claim that the experience of 
conflict and the triumph of ‘liberation and unification’ erased all differences 
between men, reconstituting ex-soldiers as a single, exalted ‘generation’. 
This was essentially an imagined community, but it was nevertheless true 
that the Serbian victory created a set of symbols, sacred and secular, which 
more effectively brought together Serbian veterans after 1918, providing a 
vocabulary that could be deployed and exchanged by and between men 
who had fought or served in the Serbian army during the war. 

South Slavs who fought or served in the Austro-Hungarian army were a 
kind of appendage to liberation and unification, largely absent from the 
monuments and plaques which appeared in the Serbian lands after 1918; 
they featured instead as passive subjects waiting to be ‘liberated’ by Serbia 
and ‘united’ with the South Slav state. Or where there was agency, it often 
veered between two extremes: on the one hand, the image of all Habsburg 
South Slavs united in opposition to the monarchy and in support of Serbia, 
illustrated by the South Slav volunteer divisions (see Chapter 6); on the 
other hand, there were those who claimed that the monarchy’s South Slavs, 
with the partial exception of Habsburg Serbs, had fought with enthusiasm 
during 1914-1918 and were thus deserving of their status of defeated 
enemies. Thus Austro-Hungarian veterans were often seen as ‘enemies 
within’ the national body, threatening and suspicious figures which needed 
to be treated with caution, sometimes even with violence. 

Yet the legacy of the war in the Habsburg South Slav lands amounts to 
more than just a silent or acquiescent response to Serbia’s wars of 



confessionals of All Quiet on the Western Front and Journey ^5 End. The war had shifted from 
the national to the personal^ it had been brought down to the level of individual suffering. 
See Srpski Knizevni glasnik, May 1930. 
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liberation and unification. In the absence of unifying symbols comparable 
to those of liberation and unification, the soldiers that fought in the 
Austro-Hungarian army were more divided than their Serbian counter- 
parts as to what the war meant. Just as the experiences of serving and 
fighting in the Austro-Hungarian army differed vastly depending on 
where and when one fought, or at which rank, or how one experienced 
the disintegration of the monarchy, so Habsburg South Slavs attitudes 
about the war and its legacy in Yugoslavia were many and varied. Thus, 
some South Slavs who fought on the Italian front saw the conflict as a 
means of defending home and hearth against an aggressive and covetous 
neighbour; many who had served in revolutionary Russia believed the war 
radically redefined the rights and obligations of the peasant in regard to 
the state; some others saw it as the beginning of a socialist revolution; and 
some Austro-Hungarian officers experienced the war as a cataclysmic 
defeat which needed to be reversed with a similarly cataclysmic event 
(e.g. European-wide counter-revolution). 

A number of South Slavs who had served or fought in the Austro- 
Hungarian army formed or joined veterans’ associations during the 
1920s (there were minorities of Habsburg South Slavs in the ranks of, 
e.g. the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors); some, like 
Miroslav Krleza, even used literature and the printed word to interpret 
or communicate their wartime and post-war experiences. The legacy of 
the Habsburg war amongst the South Slavs consisted of a series of frag- 
ments, which often violently clashed and collided among themselves, and 
from which no single, unified image could be constructed. Indeed, the 
only time Austro-Hungarian veterans were united was in the eyes of the 
institutions of the state, which often looked upon them as soldiers of an 
army that had fought against liberation and unification, and therefore 
undeserving of welfare and social care after 1918, or at the very least less 
deserving than veterans of the Serbian army. The culture of victory, then, 
imposed upon these fragments a kind of negative unity, finessing the 
varied experiences of Austro-Hungarian veterans into a single story of 
defeat. The purpose of this chapter is to show how this negative unity was 
imposed, and which shape some of the fragments and refractions of the 
Habsburg war took. 



War prolonged: ORJUNA and Yugoslavia’s 
‘war-youth generation’ 

It was often the case, as we have seen, that post-war divisions and 
problems in Yugoslavia served as a justification for the continued mobi- 
lization of veterans’ and patriotic associations in the 1920s. The belief 
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that the state was under siege from internal and external enemies led to a 
sense of ‘prolonged war’ wherein former soldiers spoke of ongoing and 
unfinished battles and the need to fight on for liberation and unification, 
just as they had during the war. Sometimes this martial spirit was 
restricted to a rhetorical level, as in the case of the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors and the Union of Volunteers; other times 
the violence was very real, as in the case of the Chetniks. But the notion of 
‘prolonged war’ was appealing not just to veterans themselves, but also to 
a number of South Slavs who had been too young to serve or fight during 
the war years but who had nevertheless adopted the language of liberation 
and unification and who now sought battles of their own in the post-war 
period. The violence of this ‘war-youth generation’ was both rhetorical 
and real, and was all the more inflamed because its exponents had missed 
out on the violence of the war years. 

Thus it was with the ‘Organization of Yugoslav Nationalists’ 
{Organizacija jugoslovenskih nacionalista, ORJUNA), a patriotic and para- 
military association, formed in 1921 in Split, which was one of the most 
avowedly and unabashedly violent of all the patriotic and veterans’ asso- 
ciations in Yugoslavia in the 1920s. Its membership, in fact, comprised 
both veterans of the wars of 1912-1918 and members of the war-youth 
generation: old soldiers and men who had been too young to see combat 
but who nevertheless aspired to recreate a warlike environment in peace- 
time. For the most part, however, ORJUNA’s extremism and violence 
came from those who had been too young to fight in the war: the associa- 
tion’s ‘action units’, the squads of uniformed thugs who carried out most 
of the association’s terror and intimidation, were composed of men who 
had come of age after 1918, whereas war veterans were watchful and 
supervisory figures in the organization. The violence of this association 
was spurred on by the problems faced by the state after 1918, and 
veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army were readily identified as internal 
enemies who needed to be dealt with in harsh terms. For ORJUNA, the 
guns of the world war had scarcely fallen silent when a new mobilization 
was called for, one that would end the revolution started in the war years. 

ORJUNA emerged from the ‘Yugoslav Progressive Nationalist Youth’ 
(jfugoslovenska napredna nacionalna omladina), a youth movement formed 
at the initiative of the Democratic Party, and composed largely of that 
party’s followers.^ Politically, the association was in fact closest to 
Svetozar Pribicevic, the Croatian Serb politician and National Council 
member who had been the driving force behind the unification of the 



The standard reference work on ORJUNA is (still) Branislav GligorijeviCj ‘Organizacija 
jugoslovenskih nacionalista (ORJUNA)’, Istorija XX veka: zbomik radova, vol. 5 (1963). 
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Habsburg lands with Serbia and Montenegro at the end of the war, and 
who became an implacable opponent of Stjepan Radic in the first half of 
the 1920s. Radic and the peasant party were therefore also the sworn 
enemies of ORJUNA; they were ‘defeatists’ who had supported the 
Habsburgs during the war years and who now sought to undermine 
liberation and unification. ORJUNA became a kind of private party 
militia wielded by Pribicevic against Radio’s supporters, similar to the 
way the Radicals would come to wield Punisa Racic’s Chetniks against 
political opponents in the south and Bosnia. When Pribicevic broke from 
the Democratic Party to form his Independent Democratic Party in 1924, 
ORJUNA went with him. 

Pribicevic’s ties with ORJUNA were well known and resented by many;^ 
nevertheless they were seldom acknowledged by ORJUNA: in their pub- 
lications and public speeches, the association’s leaders tended to deny any 
material connection with Pribicevic and his faction/party. This was due in 
large part to the anti-politics that patriotic and nationalist associations 
adhered to, for like the Association of Reserve Officers and the Chemik 
associations, ORJUNA was highly critical of parliamentary politics, and like 
the Chetniks, ORJUNA looked upon its affiliation to a political party as 
being merely a tactical alliance based on a shared ideological vision. Racic’s 
Chetniks were proponents of the Great Serbian programme; ORJUNA 
supported unitary Yugoslavism. For the ‘Orjunasi’, as the group’s uni- 
formed cadres called themselves, the party political system was one of the 
problems of post-war life in Yugoslavia: it dissipated national energies and 
served as a forum for anti-state forces such as Stjepan Radic. The lack of 
internal unity and cohesion left the state prone to the designs of Italian 
territorial expansion (although ORJUNA seemed to have learnt a number 
of important lessons about military discipline and the use of political 
violence from the fascist squadristi, their sworn enemies). 

The ongoing Italian threat, present throughout the 1920s, generated 
support in certain quarters for unitary Yugoslavism that extended from 
the Slovene lands all the way down the Adriatic coast, creating a kind of 
hard line that appealed to Slovenes, Serbs, and Croats in the regions. 
Thus ORJUNA also had a strong presence in Slovenia, where it 
established as many as twenty regional branches and published a 
Slovene-language journal, the homonymic ORJUNA, in Ljubljana. At 
one point in the 1920s, the president of ORJUNA in Slovenia was Marko 
Kranjec, one of a handful of Slovene veterans serving on the Italian front 



For example, in 1922, the Zagreb municipal council sent a letter of protest to Belgrade 
about how ORJUNA was tolerated, perhaps even funded, by certain parties in the 
government; see HDA 1363—8. 
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who had deserted the Austro-Hungarian army during the war and joined 
the volunteers.^ 

Rather than their links to Pribicevic, ORJUNA members liked to 
emphasize ties with the pre-war South Slav revolutionary youth move- 
ment, the hallowed generation of Gavrilo Principj and also with the men 
who had fought for liberation and unification during the war years. 
ORJUNA valorised the symbol of the South Slav volunteer, claiming 
that many veterans of these divisions could be found in the ranks of 
its own association.^ It was through these symbols that members of 
ORJUNA defined the qualities they themselves aspired to: military dis- 
cipline and elan, fearless commitment to South Slav unity, a merciless 
desire to seek out and defeat their enemies, as if on a battlefield. 

These links, whilst certainly exaggerated, were not entirely invented: 
Ljubo Leontic, who served as ORJUNA president, had been a member of 
the pro-Entente emigre group the Yugoslav Committee QO) during the 
war; Dobroslav Jevdjevic, ORJUNA’s leader in Vojvodina, had been asso- 
ciated with Young Bosnia, the revolutionary youth group of which Princip 
had also been a member Qevdjevic would go on to command the Dinara 
Division of the Yugoslav Army in the Homeland, Draza Mihailovic’s 
Chemiks, after 1941); Niko Bartulovic, another leading member of 
ORJUNA, had also been a member of the pre-war youth movement. 
Bartulovic wrote a kind of memoir/official history of ORJUNA in 1925, 
From Revolutionary Youth to ORJUNA: A History of the Yugoslav Youth 
Movement, in which he presented ORJUNA as the direct successor of the 
pre-war and wartime generations. According to Bartulovic, the war was the 
proving ground of South Slav nationalist youth, its dedication to 
Yugoslavism undeterred despite suffering persecution and imprisonment 
at the hands of Austria-Hungary.® Then, ‘Almost the entire pre-war youth 
movement joined the Yugoslav volunteers [South Slavs who had volun- 
teered to fight in the Serbian army during the war] 

Of course, a large number of active members of the youth movement and today’s 
Orjunasi took part in the volunteer assault [at Dobruja]. Many, many of them 
were killed. But as they did not live, they did not die. Regretfully their names are 
not noted and preserved.® 



^ Boris Mlakar, ‘Radical Nationalism and Fascist Elements in Political Movements in 
Slovenia between the Two World Wars’, Slovene Studies, 31/1 (2009), p. 5. The Italian 
threat also gave rise to TIGR, a paramilitary/terrorist group opposed to the ‘Italian 
occupation’ of Slovene-inhabited lands (the name TIGR being an acronym of the terri- 
tories of Trieste, Istria, Gorica, and Rijeka). 

^ Niko Bartulovic, Od revolucioname omladine do Orjune: istorijat Jugoslavenskog omladinskog 
pokreta (Split: Direktorium Orjune, 1925), 59. 

® See ibid., 49-55. ^ Ibid., 59. ® Ibid., 70. 
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The members of ORJUNA believed that these generations still had an 
important role to play in Yugoslavia, they needed to remain mobilized 
and at arms in order to fully realize liberation and unification, which was 
being jeopardized by the state’s many post-war enemies. 

ORJUNA looked towards the charismatic heroes of the war years for 
inspiration and instruction: both Kosta Pecanac and Ilija Bircanin, two of 
the leaders of the post-war Chetnik associations, became prominent 
members of ORJUNA. In 1924, ORJUNA named Pecanac and 
Bircanin ‘great leaders’ \veliki celnik\ of their ‘action units’, the squads 
of armed youths that terrorized ‘separatists’ and ‘defeatists’ during the 
1 920s.® At one of the organization’s many rallies, Bircanin explained how 
he expected these action units to be ‘organized militarily’ and to be the 
‘most selfless patriots’ whose sacrifices would create a post-war ‘cult of 
the dead’. Pecanac agreed that if the fatherland was looking for more 
victims, ORJUNA was ready to make the sacrifice.^® Both Bircanin and 
Pecanac were ORJUNA grandees, patriarchal figures who did not take 
part in violence themselves but who nevertheless encouraged the youthful 
action units to take up arms for liberation and unification. Both men 
repeatedly spoke of the need to pass on the values of the war to a new 
generation of South Slavs; their involvement with ORJUNA was appar- 
ently a means of doing precisely this. 

The presence of Pecanac and Bircanin in the ranks of ORJUNA spoke 
to a violent affinity between the Yugoslav nationalists and the Chetnik 
associations, for like the Chetniks, ORJUNA had a very active paramili- 
tary component. ORJUNA’s cams belli was the communists’ assassination 
of Milorad Draskovic, an act of violence that showed how the state’s 
myriad post-war enemies would need to be paid back in the same coin. 
For ORJUNA, the murder of a prominent political figure such as 
Draskovic symbolized the inability of parliamentarianism to confront 
and defeat the state’s opponents. ORJUNA’s violence was therefore a 
necessary accompaniment to the state’s flawed politics. ORJUNA mem- 
ber Niko Miletic had explained the association’s role at a rally in Mostar 
in December 1922, during the run-up to the forthcoming national elec- 
tions: the army, the ‘nation in arms’, was a tool of war, unable to act in 
peacetime against internal enemies, thus ‘that which the army, as a public 
institution, cannot do and does not dare to do in peacetime will be done 
by the Organization of Yugoslav Nationalists’. The army and ORJUNA 
complemented each other to ‘guard the state in times of war and peace’. 
Yugoslavia was born in war; the violent enforcing of its unitary ideology 
was a continuation, mutatis mutandis, of this war. 



Pobeda, 17 May 1924. 



10 



Ibid. 



11 



Ibid., 24 December 1922. 



154 



In the shadow of war 



The association’s position in the 1 923 elections was at the violent fringe 
of the conflict in Dalmatia between Pribicevic’s wing of the Democratic 
Party and the Croat Republican Peasant Party (HRSS). Indeed, the 
emergence of Radic and the peasant party as a political force in 
Dalmatia gave the association yet another reason to mobilize. In the 
days before the election, ORJUNA warned that ‘the work of parliament 
has for some time been not just impossible, but fatal’, because it allowed 
onto the national stage ‘numerous demagogues’ (i.e. Radic). Instead, 
ORJUNA recommended ‘a necessary, extraordinary means of self- 
defence: dictatorship’.^^ The following year, ORJUNA called upon 
Alexander to step in and resolve the growing political crisis, since only 
the king’s authority could ‘save the state from its descent’.*^ Already the 
Orjunasi were talking of dismantling the parliamentary system altogether. 

ORJUNA achieved their highest level of notoriety in April 1924 follow- 
ing a violent brawl with miners at a demonstration in Trbovlje (Slovenia) 
that resulted in the death of seven people: four miners and three Orjunasi. 
Trbovlje had been a communist stronghold since the end of the war, with 
people here voting overwhelmingly for the communists in the elections to 
the constituent assembly in November 1920.^^ For this reason, the 
miners became targets of ORJUNA. The clash raised the profile of the 
association considerably, with the editors of the pro-Yugoslav journal 
Nova Evropa (The New Europe) fearing that ORJUNA’ s violent conduct 
was damaging the ideal of South Slav unity. Nova Evropa published a 
series of articles explaining how the association was working at a tangent 
from the more peaceful proponents of South Slav unity. The journal also 
refuted ORJUNA’s links to the pre-war and wartime generations: Ilija 
Petrovic, a former volunteer and one-time member of the pre-war youth 
movement, claimed that ORJUNA had nothing in common with the 
ideals that he had fought for before and during the war, and that the 
association was merely an unfortunate by-product of the war: 

a bad copy of the sort of manifestation which one can see today in every war-tom 
country, amongst which are the fascists in Italy, de-Rivera’s followers in Spain, 
Horthy’s bands in Hungary, Ludendorfs mob in Germany, Poincare’s chauvi- 
nists in France, and those ‘Macedonians’ on our sacred southern border. In spirit 
there is no difference between any of them, just differences in allegiance. 

The legacy of the war years was fiercely contested. In fact, many veterans 
were ambivalent about ORJUNA and its violence, condoning its 
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members’ ideology and energy whilst condemning the means they used to 
achieve it. The Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, whilst 
themselves eschewing violence in favour of pacifist internationalism, 
hailed ORJUNA as the ‘future warriors’ of the fatherland.^® Whereas 
the Union of Volunteers (discussed in Chapter 6), despite the sizable 
overlap in membership with ORJUNA, published articles that were cri- 
tical of the association, calling on Orjunasi to show greater respect for the 
law and drawing unfavourable comparisons between the ‘pre-war’ gen- 
eration of Princip and others and the ‘post-war’ generation represented by 
ORJUNA.^’ 

It was certainly true that ORJUNA’s actions had many negative 
consequences in Yugoslavia in the 1920s. Its members’ behaviour 
coarsened the conduct of post-war politics and contributed to the 
sense that the war had continued into peacetime. The group’s links 
with Svetozar Pribicevic angered the members of other political par- 
ties, especially the HRSS, who felt that the actions of ORJUNA 
proved that party politics in Yugoslavia was hardly a peaceable affair, 
but was rather a matter of coercion and intimidation at the hands of 
uniformed and militarized cadres. It was all to the further detriment 
of parliamentarianism. 

It also led to a series of counter-mobilizations from groups that 
felt threatened by ORJUNA’s violence. Thus, the first half of the 1920s 
saw a rash of ‘copy-cat’ associations from other quarters that sought to 
match the violence of the unitary Yugoslavists: the ‘Croatian Nationalist 
Youth’ and SRNAO, the ‘Serbian Nationalist Youth’. This latter asso- 
ciation was essentially the response of the supporters of the People’s 
Radical Party, or of the proponents of the ‘Great Serbia’ idea, to the 
formation of a unitary Yugoslavist paramilitary association. SRNAO 
was formed at the end of 1922 by Svetolik Savic, editor of Balkan, a 
journal that supported the Radicals.'® The violent battles between 
ORJUNA and SRNAO demonstrate the violent differences between 
Serbs who supported the Yugoslavist idea and those who supported 
‘Great Serbia’. As SRNAO president Krsto Marie pointed out, the 
Serbian National Youth was just as opposed to ‘internationalism’ and 
‘Yugoslavism’ as it was to ‘socialists’ and ‘communists’. All these things 
were eroding the national character of the ‘naive and idealistic’ Serbs, 
who had sacrificed so much during the war, and were now being forced to 
sacrifice again. Like ORJUNA, SRNAO placed itself ‘outside of party 
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limits’, in Bosnia and Vojvodina, ‘where Serbdom is in great danger’. 
SRNAO competed for Serbian support with ORJUNA, and scored a 
number of victories against the Orjunasi in Vojvodina, which had been 
the fiefdom of ORJUNA leader Dobroslav Jevdjevic. Indeed, by the mid- 
1920s, SRNAO (and therefore, also, the Radicals) had overpowered 
ORJUNA in most parts of Vojvodina. The ‘action units’ of the two 
associations had fought pitched battles for the hearts and minds of the 
South Slav population in this region, but neither group neglected to 
terrorize ‘a-national’ elements such as Hungarians and Germans (espe- 
cially the latter’s Kulturbund) . These were the kinds of contests SRNAO 
and ORJUNA preferred over party politics. 

Ivan Avakumovic has called in to question ORJUNA’s ideological 
cohesion by noting the diverse careers taken by some of its leading 
members after the group’s dissolution in 1929.^^ For example, Niko 
Bartulovic and Dobroslav Jevdjevic fought in Mihailovic’s Chetniks 
during the Second World War, whereas Edo Bulat, a founding member 
of ORJUNA, wound up in Ante Pavelic’s Ustashe, and other former 
Orjunasi would fight with Tito’s Partisans. A single trajectory cannot be 
meaningfully traced from one war to another: ORJUNA’s arc rises and 
falls in the 1920s. This was already acknowledged by former Orjunasi in 
the 1930s. Thus Niko Bartulovic, writing in 1936, looked back on his 
youthful days in ORJUNA with a certain embarrassment, acknowled- 
ging the association’s failures and its damaging influence on party 
politics. From a very early stage ORJUNA had called for a dictator- 
ship to replace the state’s dysfunctional parliamentary system. Its mem- 
bers’ hostility to national institutions ran even deeper than that of the 
Union of Volunteers or the Association of Reserve Officers and 
Warriors. ORJUNA’s calls for dictatorship were answered by King 
Alexander in 1929, but by the latter half of the 1930s, following the 
failure of the royal dictatorship, former Orjunasi like Bartulovic were 
keen to distance themselves from their previous extremism. 

By this stage the damage was irreversible: ORJUNA’s skirmishing, espe- 
cially at election time, had hurt the reputation of parliamentary politics. 
Their calls for dictatorship had no doubt given Alexander more confidence 
to replace the parliamentary system with his personal rule. Ultimately, 
ORJUNA had jeopardized the South Slav unity that they were so bloody- 
minded about realizing: their members’ attempts to recreate the atmo- 
sphere of war in peacetime had merely served to broaden existing clefts 
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among the South Slavs. There was a perverse logic at work here: the 
Orjunasi believed that war had advanced the cause of liberation and uni- 
fication of all South Slavs, thus what was needed after 1918 was yet more 
war in order to further that cause. In reality, the war had caused serious rifts 
among South Slavs; what was needed was a period of demobilization and 
reconciliation, exactly the opposite of what ORJUNA offered. 



Austro-Hungarian officers of South Slav descent 

ORJUNA was one of the most extreme manifestations of the post-war 
anxieties held by many in Yugoslavia; the Orjunasi looked upon 
liberation and unification as an unfinished project which could only be 
brought to completion through warlike means. In its positive embrace 
of the use of violence, it was different from more peaceable associations 
such as the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors and the Union of 
Volunteers. Nevertheless, ORJUNA shared with those associations - and 
with many more Serbian veterans - a valorisation of Serbia’s war victory 
and a desire to impose liberation and unification onto the whole country 
as a means of forging a new national culture. But ORJUNA was unin- 
terested in post-war reconciliation: it did not want to make peace with 
veterans of Austria-Hungary; it wanted to make continued war against 
them. ORJUNA looked upon men who had fought or served in the 
Austro-Hungarian army as soldiers of a defeated army. This was perhaps 
understandable, since the young members of the association were despe- 
rate to stoke the embers of wartime conflicts that they had missed the first 
time round. What is remarkable is that they shared their hostility and 
suspicion of Austro-Hungarian veterans with the state’s bureaucrats, 
politicians, and civil servants. The fate of former Austro-Hungarian 
officers of Croat descent is a case in point. 

In spring 1919, American lieutenant Leroy King and British officer 
Major Arthur Temperley were in Zagreb reporting to their respective 
governments on conditions there; both noted the presence of former 
Austro-Hungarian officers. King had arrived in Zagreb (from Belgrade) 
at the end of February to investigate rumours that the Croats did not want 
to be part of the new kingdom. Under the heading ‘Reactionaries and 
Discontented’, King put ‘ex-officers of the Austrian army (Jugoslavs by 
blood) who have been retired because of their political leanings to the old 
regime’. These officers, he reported, ‘are passive now, but [. . .] spread 
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pessimism and are ready to urge discontent’.^® The Serbian army, he 
wrote, was becoming a cause of resentment amongst Croats: 

I can imagine what the ex-Austrian officers, who glare at one from cafes, must say 
about the Serbs. This growing unpopularity of the Serbian army will easily be 
transformed into dislike of the Serbian people and influence. It is a dislike which 
already exists to some extent, and Major T emperley agrees with me in thinking it a 
real danger. 

Indeed, a number of the South Slavs who served as officers in the Austro- 
Hungarian army found the transition out of empire and into Yugoslavia a 
difficult onei the sudden end of Austria-Hungary and the formation of 
Yugoslavia had left many Austro-Hungarian officers bewildered and 
uncertain about their future. Just as rank-and-file soldiers needed to be 
successfully and efficiently recruited into the new army, so, it was felt by 
military and political leaders, did former Austro-Hungarian officers. The 
successful integration of such officers into the Yugoslav army was con- 
sidered to be of overriding importance, since the officer corps was the 
institutional heart of the new army, the fountainhead of its morale and of 
its fighting efficiency. If the officer corps was integrated and cohesive, its 
ethos would surely trickle down to the rank-and-file soldiers. In fact, the 
importance of the officer corps extended even beyond the mess room and 
the barracks, for, as we saw in Chapter 1, the Yugoslav army itself was 
intended as a powerful centripetal institution in the new state, its unity 
was tied up with the unity of the state itself. As an article of 1 92 1 in the 
military journal Ratnik (Warrior) put it, the army would have a ‘special 
role’ in the as yet unrealized unification of the new state. Officers needed 
to set an example to the soldiers; they needed to be ‘teachers’ as well as 
officers, since ‘Our officer is at the vanguard of national unity. 

The army’s commanding officers, most of whom were veterans of the 
Serbian army, believed that good relations between former Austro- 
Hungarian officers and former Serbian officers were essential in creating 
a unified spirit and an effective morale in the Yugoslav officer corps. As 
Mile Bjelajac has shown, the general staff of the Yugoslav army believed 
that good relations between former Austro-Hungarian and former 
Serbian officers were essential in creating a unified spirit and an effective 
morale in the Yugoslav officer corps. Cognizant of the lack of an 
integrated military culture in the officer corps, and cognizant, of course, 
of the fact that the Serbian and Austro-Hungarian officers had been 
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mobilized against one another during the war, military and political elites 
downplayed the agency of Austro-Hungarian officers of South Slav 
descent during the war. Thus Ivan Ribar wrote in Vojnicki glasnik (The 
Military Herald) about the unfortunate position of South Slavs who had 
been forced to serve in the Austro-Hungarian army. Ribar wrote of how 
Germans and Hungarians had dominated the imperial army’s officer 
corps, which was true; and of how those South Slavs that served were 
‘enslaved, intimidated, and coerced’ and were sorry to fight for ‘foreign 
rule and lordship’, which was untrue, since South Slav officers such as 
Svetozar Boroevic, Stjepan Sarkotic, and Antun Liposcak had quite 
demonstrably fought with distinction during the war years. In contrast 
to the Austro-Hungarian army, Ribar wrote of how it was the ‘duty’ of 
former Austro-Hungarian officers to serve in the new force. 

As was often the case with institutions in the new state, the process of 
integration was difficult and prone to a number of misunderstandings: 
different ranks from the pre-war period needed to be reconciled, officers’ 
salaries and pensions needed to be regulated, a balance between Austro- 
Hungarian and Serbian officers in the corps needed to be established. 
Many Austro-Hungarian officers resented their perceived loss of status in 
the new army; many Serbian officers looked upon veterans of the Austro- 
Hungarian army as soldiers of a defeated army. More generally, many 
Serbians, including civilians, publicly complained about the concessions 
made by the army towards officers who had served in the Austro- 
Hungarian army during the war. 

The process of integration was at least partly facilitated by the ‘opting 
out’ of a number of Austro-Hungarian officers whose presence in the new 
corps would certainly have offended veterans of the Serbian army. So, as 
we have seen, Stjepan Sarkotic preferred emigration over the uniform of a 
Yugoslav army officer, although it was unlikely that the army’s command- 
ing officers would have admitted Sarkotic, on account of his role as 
governor-general of Bosnia during the war. Johann Salis-Seewis, former 
governor of Habsburg-occupied Serbia, was not admitted into the new 
force either. Nor was Svetozar Boroevic, who died in emigration in 
Klagenfurt, in 1920. And Antun Liposcak was removed from the active 
list and kept under close surveillance until his death in 1924. Slavko 
Kvaternik, as we have seen, did serve, although only briefiy, resigning 
his commission in 1920. Indeed a number of former Austro-Hungarian 
officers who joined the Yugoslav army immediately after the war left soon 
after, most during 1919. These resignations, decommissions, and ‘opt- 
outs’ took place in the context of an overall reduction in the size of the 
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officer corps, part of the process of demobilization, and one, it should be 
noted, that also left a number of officers formerly of the Serbian army on 
the retired list.^^ Hrvoje Capo has suggested that the army intentionally 
sidelined higher-ranking officers of the Austro-Hungarian army in favour 
of more junior officers, since the latter were more easily controlled in the 
new corps. This is a plausible interpretation, given what is known about 
the dominance of formerly Serbian officers in the Yugoslav army. It could 
also be the case that many Austro-Hungarian officers were simply unsui- 
table for service in an institution that so closely resembled the Serbian 
army in terms of its structure and culture. 

Indeed, official documents show that relations between former Serbian 
and Austro-Hungarian officers were problematic. In March 1920, for 
example. General Branko Jovanovic of the Fourth Armoured Division 
(located in Zagreb) sent a classified memorandum to the high command 
in which he raised concerns about the integration of former Austro- 
Hungarian officers in the new corps. Such officers, he noted, had made 
a number of complaints regarding their status in the new army, such as 
being passed over for promotion, or being treated ‘tactlessly’ by officers 
who had served in the Serbian army. Jovanovic himself was suspicious of 
these officers, suggesting to his superiors that they introduce a quota 
system that would ensure a majority of Serbian officers in each regiment. 
He argued that Serbian officers, that is, officers who had served in the 
Serbian army before 1918, were more reliable than those that had served 
in the Austro-Hungarian army. Jovanovic’s estimate of the chances of 
integrating ex- Austro-Hungarian officers was not optimistic: 

It can be perceived in every single one of them that they are ‘dynastic men’ [covek- 
dinisticar] and that the Austrian military education has killed any sense of nation- 
alism. As far as training is concerned, most of them are modestly equipped. A 
large number of them are constantly off sick, which leads to resentment from 
those who do work, and from Serbian officers. 

There is evidence that former Serbian officers were suspicious of their 
Austro-Hungarian counterparts, whom they looked upon as soldiers of a 
defeated army, and who in turn resented what they perceived as their 
second-class status in the new army. In the press, veterans such as Dusan 
Trifunovic (who later served as Minister of the Army and Navy) spoke out 
against the intake of former Austro-Hungarian officers who fought 
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against ‘unification’.^^ Then there are the complaints of Marko Skuljevic, 
made at about the same time. Skuljevic was a captain in the Yugoslav 
army who had served in the Austro-Hungarian armyj he complained that 
officers such as himself were being stigmatized: 

We, officers, are upbraided by the ‘patriots’, who claim that we are Frankists, 
Austrians - that we are unreliable. I ask myself, can I, can any man with a morsel of 
honour, remain in this kind of army? My service as an officer in the former A-H 
army should not imply that I am a traitor - though this was said of us at the end of 
1918 and at the beginning of 1 9 1 9 - or a thief.^® 

Taken alongside the complaints of disabled veterans and the records of 
the Royal Court, examined in earlier chapters, a picture emerges of a state 
whose institutions were often prejudiced against men who fought in the 
Austro-Hungarian army. This was liberation and unification at work: 
whatever the diplomatic advantages of the Serbian culture of victory, it 
also served to undermine the national institutions of the state, which, in 
order to be successful, needed to appeal to all South Slavs, no matter what 
their wartime background; the stigmatization of former Austro- 
Hungarian officers was not the way to create such a broad appeal. 



The Retired Officers’ Society versus ORJUNA 

Former Austro-Hungarian officers continued to be stigmatized when 
they left the army, as shown by the example of the Retired Officers’ 
Society, a small veterans’ association based in Zagreb whose members 
were mainly, although not exclusively, former Austro-Hungarian officers 
of South Slav descent. The society shared the welfare agenda of larger 
veterans’ associations such as the Association of Reserve Officers and 
Warriors, although unlike those organizations, the retired officers were 
apparently uninterested in celebrating or marking their wartime sacrifice: 
there is no record of festive or commemorative activities on the part of this 
association. Nor did the retired officers enjoy the patronage or support of 
the state itself. Its members insisted that the society was non-political; 
nevertheless the society was treated with suspicion and hostility. 

Austro-Hungarian officers in Zagreb were meeting to discuss their 
position in Yugoslavia at a very early stage. The newspaper Obzor 
reported that a small number of officers met on 7 December 1918, less 
than a week after unification, to discuss issues which would arise from 
their imminent demobilization.^^ These officers made a series of 
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‘demands’ that they must have felt would ease their transition to civilian 
life.^® Obzor reported on two more meetings of this embryonic veterans’ 
society in December 1918. The second of these, despite being attended 
by Vilim Bukseg from the Department of Social Protection, was broken 
up by authorities in Zagreb since the officers did not hold the correct 
permit.^® Obzor later reported (April 1919) that these small gatherings 
were suppressed by the National Council since it considered the officers a 
potentially subversive group, a conclusion which tallies with the National 
Council’s cautious attitude to officers such as Sarkotic and Liposcak.^° 
The first official meeting of the Society of Retired Officers and Military 
Personnel in Croatia and Slavonia (Udruga umirovljenih oficira i vojnih 
cinovnika u Hrvatskoj i Slavoniji) was held in Zagreb in March 1920. It 
was attended by about 150 people, and presided over by An tun Liposcak, 
the former Austro-Htmgarian General whom the National Council had 
arrested during the revolution of 1 9 1 8. Instead of invoking wartime victory 
and sacrifices made for liberation and unification, as had the leaders of the 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors and the Union of Volunteers, 
Liposcak couched his appeal to the state in self-defensive, even apologetic, 
terms. Liposcak announced that the aims of the society were ‘to promote 
the material welfare of retired officers and military personal/widows and 
orphans of military personal’. Liposcak carefully emphasized the associa- 
tion’s loyalty to Yugoslavia, playing down the attachment of Austro- 
Hungarian officers such as himself to the imperial army. In what was likely 
a reference to the Croat Committee and the Croat Legion, Liposcak 
insisted that ‘we are not a destructive element^ rather, if we organize, a 
group of serious and free men, each with their own political persuasion, but 
as citizens not amenable to political adventures and suggestions’.^^ 

Such assurances were not satisfactory for some parties, however. The 
retired officers’ profile was raised considerably in March 1922 by an 
article in the Belgrade daily Politika, claiming that the association’s mem- 
bers were separatists meeting to organize an army to fight for a republican 
Croatia. The Serbian press was on guard against anything that hinted of 
restoration or a resurgence of Serbia’s wartime enemies. The Politika 
article brought the retired officers to the attention of ORJUNA. The 
story of a Croatian separatist movement organized by Austro- 
Hungarian officers in Zagreb was no doubt one which many Orjunasi 
were willing to take at face value, and ORJUNA decided to break up the 
retired officers’ society by use of force, organizing an attack on the 
officers’ next meeting. 
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In the event, however, this attack collapsed into farce: the Yugoslav 
nationalists descended in force upon a ‘family evening’ the retired officers 
were holding in a Zagreb cinema. Brandishing sticks, clubs, and pistols, 
the Orjunasi demanded that the officers (around eighty to ninety people, 
including a sizable contingent of the ‘Croatian Women’, a charitable 
association helping to organize the evening) disperse immediately; none 
was injured on either side.^^ Niko Bartulovic celebrated the ‘victory’ in his 
book on the formation of the association: 

Under the auspices of Salis-Seewis, the former governor-general of occupied 
Serbia, they [the retired officers] held a provocative Austrian-military celebration. 
The celebration took place in the halls of the separatist Croatian Sokol [gymnastic 
association] but was halted by members of JNNO [the forerunner of ORJUNA] 
in Zagreb, the appearance of which was noted as the first counter-strike against 
the shameful remnants of Hungaro- Austrian butchery."*^ 

Innocuous targets were ever a fair game for the Orjunasi: since they missed 
out on the real war, they played at it all the more seriously after 1918. 

To be part of ORJUNA’s post-war opera bouffe was one thing; what 
happened next to the Retired Officers’ Society is yet more evidence of the 
institutionalized prejudices that were operating against veterans of the 
Austro-Hungarian army in Yugoslavia. The scuffle in Zagreb convinced 
the authorities that the Retired Officers’ Society warranted further inves- 
tigation, in order to discover whether or not the officers really did pose a 
threat. The subsequent investigation supplied a full list of members of the 
society. It revealed that a number of prominent and non-military people 
were supporters of the society, including the mayor of Zagreb, Vjekoslav 
Heinzel, and the archbishop of Zagreb, Ante Bauer. Amongst the military 
flgures in the association were some notable and high-ranking former 
Austro-Hungarian officers: Liposcak himself, Johann von Salis-Seewis, 
Slavko Kvatemik, Vladimir Laxa, Veceslav Henneberg, and Vjekoslav 
Petkovic. There were a number of Austro-Hungarian officers who were 
also Frankists, including Milan Praunsperger, Milan Babic, Slavko 
Stancer, Mihal Pisacic, Krunoslav Cvitas, and Dusan Rralj. (Civilian 
Frankists in the association included Vladimir Prebeg, Ante Pavelic, 
Josip Pazman, and Dragutin Hrvoj. At the top of the list the investigators 
had placed Milan Gregoric, a former captain in the Austro-Hungarian 
army who was suspected of having links with the Croat Committee. 
Marko Skuljevic, the captain who had complained of being branded a 
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Frankist by his Serbian colleagues in the Yugoslav army, was also a 
member.^® 

But then there were a number of officers attached to the association 
who were now serving in Yugoslavia’s army, such as Vilim Klobucar, a 
career officer who was later promoted to be the commander of the 
Adriatic Division in August 1921, and continued to serve in the 
Yugoslav army throughout the interwar period. Another member, 
Bozidar Amsel, had served on the Russian front during the war before 
being accepted into the Yugoslav army in March 1919. Amsel also 
remained on the active list throughout the 1920s.^® The same was true 
of Antun Lovric, although Lovric differed from Amsel and Klobucar in 
that, born in 1901, he had not even fought in the war.^® The list also 
contained a number of officers who, according to their files, had been 
relieved from the Yugoslav army for no other reason than that they were 
physically unfit for soldiering.^® The society even had a fully certified 
Yugoslav volunteer amongst its membership: Mirko Posavec, from 
Zagreb, had served in the volunteer divisions in Russia, having been 
captured fighting on the eastern front in April 1915.^^ 

Such a diverse membership seems to suggest that veterans themselves 
were often more ready to reconcile with former ‘enemies’ than the state 
itself. The investigation concluded that there was ‘nothing suspicious’ 
about the Retired Officers’ Society; that it was, and always had been, 
simply a gathering of ex-soldiers and their supporters who wanted to tend 
to their own welfare and that of their families. However, this clean bill of 
health did not save the association and it was eventually disbanded in 
summer 1 923 by Interior Minister Milorad Vujicic himself. Vujicic made 
a personal intervention, demanding that the association be closed, saying 
that ‘it is an anomaly that they [the ex officers], under the name of a 
former state which acted against our liberation, associate to this day’.^^ 
The minister also incorrectly identified the association as ‘The Union of 
Officers of the Former Austro-Hungarian Army’. It was a revealing slip, 
showing how prejudices against Austro-Hungarian veterans went to the 
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very top of the political chain. Despite protestations from authorities in 
Zagreb, the minister’s order was carried out.^^ 

It was not just the retired officers who were targets of such suspicion. 
The Royal Court and the Ministry of Religious Affairs, generous in their 
support of commemorative projects initiated by veterans of the Serbian 
army, were far less enthusiastic about associations that went against the 
grain of ‘liberation and unification’. Attempts by Austro-Hungarian 
veterans to mark their sacrifice during the war years often got bogged 
down in red tape. For example, in 1921, a group of former Austro- 
Hungarian officers wrote a lengthy letter to the ministry complaining 
about the hard times they had faced since 1918 due to lack of state 
provision. Like the Retired Officers, this group also made protestations 
of loyalty to the new state, claiming that they had immediately offered 
their services to the new army following the revolution of 1918, and that 
they should be entitled to social care from the state since ‘the Slovene and 
Croat nations pay very high taxes and revenues to the state’s coffers 
[drzavna kasoY The ‘Veterans’ Society in Velika Gorica’, formed by 
Croat soldiers who had fought in the Austro-Hungarian army, asked for 
recognition from the interior ministry in 1925. The ministry asked the 
king to adjudicate, but advised him to reject a group that was ‘a reminder 
of our bloody enemy {krvne neprijatlejeY . On this occasion, the Royal 
Court was gracious, but circumspect, granting the Croats recognition, 
so long as ‘close attention be paid to this society’.^® When, in 1926, the 
‘Committee for the Raising of a Monument to the Fallen Soldiers of 
Smartno ob Paki’ asked for a contribution to sixty Slovene soldiers of 
the Austro-Hungarian army killed during the war, the request was turned 
down.®^ The Royal Court found this to be a local matter: Slovenes of the 
Austro-Hungarian army were not to be raised to the national pantheon. 

The ORJUNA raid and the subsequent closing down of the Retired 
Officers’ Society show the ways in which veterans of the Austro- 
Hungarian army were marginalized and even persecuted in Yugoslavia 
during the 1920si the records of the Royal Court give further support to 
this conclusion. The retired officers were a diverse group of veterans who, 
by the admission of the state, wanted nothing more than to look after the 
welfare of their members and their families. And yet both ORJUNA and 
Milorad Vujicic characterized them as a collection of ‘defeated enemies’ 
who should not be allowed to gather together in the new state. Yugoslavia 
was a state built on the Serbian and Allied war victory: liberation and 
unification was seen by many as a source of stability in the troubled post- 
war years; it needed to be maintained and protected, not undermined by 

Ibid. AJ 69-159-244. AJ 74-77-354. AJ 74-98-16. 
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soldiers of a defeated enemy. Thus, Austro-Hungarian veterans bore the 
brunt of official and unofficial prejudices after 1918. 



The Slovenes’ war 

It was not only Croats, and not only former officers, who were margin- 
alized by liberation and unification in Yugoslavia. Slovenes who fought in 
the Austro-Hungarian army were also pushed to the edges of war com- 
memoration in the new state. The smallest of Yugoslavia’s three ‘tribes’, 
the Slovenes underwent important political and cultural changes during 
the war and had paid a high price on the battlefield: Slovene military 
casualties by the end of the war were over 30,000, or around 2.75 per cent 
of the population.^® Loyalties towards both Austria-Hungary during the 
war and Yugoslavia thereafter were often determined by pragmatism and 
by the threat (realized in the peace conferences of 1919) of territorial 
dismemberment at the hands of their neighbours, especially Italy. 

At the war’s outset, at least, Slovenian politics was dominated by the 
Clerical Slovene People’s Party. The party’s two key figures at this time. 
Monsignor Anton Korosec and Dr Ivan Sustersic, were both decidedly 
Kaisertreu. Sustersic in particular was an ‘unrepentant Serbophobe’ 
who, in July 1914, promised that ‘the heavy hand of the Slovene soldier, 
Slovene boy will crush the skull of that Serb, within which lives glutton- 
ous megalomania’^^® he shared the Austro-Hungarian General Staffs 
hatred of the Serbian nationalizing state. Slovene soldiers were indeed 
sent to the Balkan front, and to the eastern front, too, where Slovene 
‘returnees’ from revolutionary Russia took a toll on support for Austria- 
Hungary, just as it had in the Croat lands. Among these returnees was 
Lovro Kuhar (who went by the pen name Prezihov Voranc), future 
luminary of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia, whose novel, 
Doberdob, claimed to tell the story of the Slovenian experience of war 
both at home and at the front. 

The strategists of the Austro-Hungarian army soon understood that the 
Slovene soldier fought best when he fought against Italy, and it was on this 
front that the majority of Slovenes served and fought. According to 
Gregor Kranjc, Austro-Hungarian commanders were willing to turn a 



According to historian Dragutin Loncar, Politicko zivljenje Slovencev; od 4 Januarja 1 797 
do 6 januarja 1919 leta (Ljubljana: Slovenska Matika, 1921), 93, cited in Gregor 
Joseph Kranjc, ‘The Neglected War: The Memory of World War I in Slovenia’, Journal 
of Slavic Military Studies, 22 (2009), 213. On Slovenes in the Austro-Hungarian army 
before the war, see Rok Stergar, Slovenciin vojska, 1867-1914: Slovenski odnos do vojaskih 
vprasanj od uvedbe dualizma do zaccetka 1. svetovne vojne (Ljubljana: Prevod, 2004). 
Cited in Kranjc, ‘The Neglected War: The Memory of World War I in Slovenia’, 216. 
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blind eye to manifestations of Slovenian patriotism (singing of nationalist 
songs, waving Slovenian flags) since such patriotism was, at least here, at 
the service of the monarchy’s war. And until a very late stage in the war, 
examples of mutinies or of Slovenian resistance on the front line, deser- 
tion, and so on, were relatively few and far between (the example of 
Ljudevit Pivko, a schoolteacher and reserve officer who deserted on the 
Italian front and subsequently formed a volunteer battalion there, is a 
notable exception).®® 

As in the Croat lands, Slovenian attitudes towards Austria-Hungary’s 
war seemed to reach a tipping point around 1917, after which the 
Declaration Movement, the Bolshevik revolution, Woodrow Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points and general war-weariness had an unsteadying effect 
on Slovene support for the war. Nevertheless, the Italian threat was a 
great rallying point, and since the Italian threat remained after 1918, 
Slovene soldiers were in a sense readily mobilized as they exchanged 
Habsburg uniforms for those of the South Slav state. Subsequent deci- 
sions at the Paris Peace Conferences to award territories of mixed Italian 
and Slovene populations to Italy, or the awarding of Carinthia to the new 
Austrian republic in October 1920 (the result, in fact, of a plebiscite in 
favour of incorporation with Austria), underlined the persistence of 
threats to Slovenes in the post-war period. Seeking to capitalize on these 
attitudes, the South Slav army incorporated into its ethos the ideology of 
South Slav irredenta as a means of mobilizing support amongst Slovenes 
(and Croats) that had fought for Austria-Hungary during the war. For 
some officers this ongoing war against the Italians eased the passage out of 
the imperial and into the national army. General Rudolf Maister is a good 
example of an Austro-Hungarian officer of South Slav descent who had 
switched allegiances: he stayed in uniform after the Armistice to fight for 
the South Slav state in Carinthia. 

The Slovenes, then, surely presented an opportunity to reconcile 
Austro-Hungarian veterans to the new state, since the threat of Italy 
remained constant during and after the war years, and Italian territorial 
expansion was a common problem for Austria-Hungary and Yugoslavia. 
And yet the Slovenes’ war, as intense and costly as it was, was hardly 
visible in the commemoration and celebration of the war years in 
Yugoslavia, and ultimately Slovenes found it difficult to articulate a 
sense of their war sacrifice within the parameters of liberation and 
unification. 

Pavlina Bobic has argued that Catholicism gave the Slovene soldier succour during the 

war, and that the Catholic Church’s depiction of the conflict as a ‘just war’ gave Slovenes 

cause to continue flghting for the monarchy. See Pavlina Bobic, War and Faith: The 
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A discrete Slovene voice in Yugoslavia’s veteran movement was often 
drowned out by those who supported unitary Yugoslavism. The Slovenes 
celebrated in Yugoslavia tended to be the soldiers who had fought in the 
South Slav volunteer divisions of the Serbian army, such as Josip Jeras with 
his 1929 memoir The Mountains of Death. As was the case elsewhere, the 
handful of Slovenes who had fought in the volunteer divisions were elevated 
to a level of prominence that belied their small numbers. Ljudevit Pivko, for 
example, became a leading figure in the Union of Volunteers, wrote a well- 
received memoir about the war. Our Volunteers in Italy (1925), and even 
served as a deputy in the national parliament in the latter half of the 1930s. 
But Pivko’s war biography was untypical of Slovene soldiers. In the 1920s, 
at least, there was very little by way of monumental and commemorative 
traces to the war in the Slovene lands, aside from plaques dedicated to the 
volunteers. Slovene veterans joined national associations such as the Union 
of Volunteers or the Association of Reserve Officers. One such veteran, 
Ladislav Bevc, who had served in the Austro-Hungarian army as a con- 
script, complained in his memoirs of the restrictions placed by the central 
committee of the Association of Reserve Officers on members who had 
fought or served in the Austro-Hungarian army, and that the efforts of the 
Ljubljana Committee of the Association of Reserve Officers (one of the 
largest branches outside of Serbia) to raise funds for a monument to King 
Petar were thwarted by the reserve officers in Belgrade.®^ The wrangling 
between the Ljubljana branch and Belgrade was more proof of the taxing 
relations between Serbian and Austro-Hungarian veterans within the 
reserve officers’ association. 

A dedicated Slovene veterans’ association did not emerge until the 
beginning of the 1930s, with the formation of the ‘League of War 
Combatants’ [Zveza bojevnikov), an association whose aims were to pro- 
mote the material well-being of Slovene veterans and to commemorate the 
Slovenian war sacrifice.®^ In 1934 the League of Combatants was reformed 
as the ‘Association of the Combatants of Yugoslavia’, or Boj {Zdruzenje 
borcev Jugoslavije', ‘Boj’ also means ‘Battle’ in Slovene). The association’s 
members sought to uphold the memory and the political legacy of the 
‘martyr-king’ Alexander, although they disagreed on how best to do this. 
The Slovenes’ very own ‘mutilated victory’ and the tangible threat of Italy 
generated support amongst a small but significant group of people for a 
number of radical and paramilitary groups within the region. We have 
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already seen how ORJUNA enjoyed significant support in the Slovene 
lands during the 1920s. Radical currents were present within Boj, too: in 
1935, the association joined forces with the Serbian fascist leader Dimitrije 
Ljotic, becoming part of his radical-right Zbor (Rally) party. It was a move 
that broke the rules on veterans’ associations taking part in political life, and 
as we shall see, it was not uncontroversial. 



All Souls’ Day at Mirogoj Cemetery, Frankists, 
communists, and ORJUNA 

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, liberation and unification 
tended to impose a unity upon Austro-Hungarian veterans which did not 
exist. Very often, Austro-Hungarian veterans were at odds, over the 
meaning of the war years, as much with one another as they were with 
liberation and unification itself. The conflicts and battles fought around 
All Souls’ Day at Mirogoj Cemetery in Zagreb vividly demonstrate this 
point. All Souls’ Day was the Catholic day of commemoration when, 
traditionally, people came to Mirogoj to pray for the faithful departed. It 
thus concentrated the various legacies of the Austro-Hungarian war into 
the same space at the same time, as people convened to sanctify and 
ritualize the war sacrifice. 

Every year, one day, one place: Mirogoj became a contested public 
space in which various groups and individuals competed for the supre- 
macy of their own interpretation of the war years and the wartime sacri- 
fice. It virtually guaranteed friction, but this was precisely what many 
people who visited Mirogoj on All Souls’ Day were looking for. For its 
part, the regime was on guard every year. Indeed, the potential of cele- 
brating such commemorative days turning into political or social protest 
had been realized in 1922, when authorities had panicked because two 
cultural societies, the Croatian Women and the Croatian Sokol (a rene- 
gade wing of the Yugoslav Sokol gymnastic association), had chanted 
anti-state, republican slogans whilst celebrating Ante Radio’s and Ante 
Starcevic’s name day. A ban was imposed on both groups (eventually 
rescinded when Ljubomir Davidovic’s Democratic Party came into gov- 
ernment in 1924). All Souls’ Day was thus a chance to assert one’s own 
interpretation of the war sacrifice and to publicly protest the regime. 

The chance to protest and to ritualize the war dead was taken up 
enthusiastically by the Frankists and their ex-officer supporters. The 
annual trip to Mirogoj, one of a series of important dates in the Frankist 
calendar, was an opportunity to offer up their own heroes and to 
ritualize their own dead and days of suffering. The Frankists rejected 
liberation and unification (and therefore, also, the new order) outright 
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and sought instead to construct a set of symbols and a martyrology that 
was diametrically opposed to the Serbian culture of victory. They 
sought to construct a ‘culture of defeat’, which emphasized the moral 
superiority of their own war sacrifice, one which pointed to a future 
redemption, Croatian national independence, and thus also to the 
temporality of the present order. As we saw in Chapter 4, the 
Frankists had been stubbornly opposed to the creation of Yugoslavia 
from the very beginning; according to them, Croats had fought and 
sacrificed in war to gain their historic state right; and gain it they had, 
briefly, on 29 October, only to lose it again on 1 December. This was the 
fault of treacherous Croats on the National Council, going against the 
interests of soldiers and their wartime sacrifice: a kind of Croatian 
Dolchstoss. The Frankists had marked out their red-letter days: 29 
October, 1 December, 5 December (the soldiers’ revolt at Jelacic 
Square), and All Souls’ Day, days on which they would ritually gather 
and remind their handful of supporters about the betrayals and violence 
the Croats had suffered in the last moments of the world war; and of how 
Croats had been cheated of their historic rights. 

Thus, in 1922, Frankist Mirko Kusutic called on his party and its 
supporters to celebrate 29 October and to look forward to ‘freedom, a 
pledge for the future’. Kusutic claimed that the Croats and their lands 
were part of Western civilization; their independence had been incubated 
for over a millennium and was fully realized on 29 October 1918.®^ The 
members of the National Council had been the ‘Grave-diggers of 
Croatian Independence’ whose treacherous behaviour was to be con- 
trasted with the Frankists opposition to unification at the end of the 
war.®^ And during the millennial celebrations of the founding of the 
Zagreb bishopric in 1925, Gustav Percec spoke of Croatian war sacrifice 
and Croatian dissatisfaction with the post-war order. He claimed that 
Croat soldiers who fought in the war had not been worn down by fighting; 
in fact they had not been defeated at all. Instead, they had laid down their 
weapons as an act of faith, fully expecting that the Croats’ right to self- 
determination would be realized when they came home: 

Returning to their homes in a disorganized fashion from the battlefield, Croat 
soldiers had to look tearfully at how every traitor, degenerate, and naif betrayed 
the 1,000-year-old right of the Croat homeland [. . .] The Croat people still seeks 
and will continue to seek the fulfilment and implementation of the promised self- 
determination; if this is not realized, Europe will come to resemble a powder keg.®® 
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The Frankists claimed that far from being liberated, the Croats had more 
in common with the defeated parties of the First World War. So the 
decennial of the Serbian army’s victory at Kumanovo in the first Balkan 
war, in October 1922, was not a reason to celebrate; according to the 
Frankists, since the Croats enjoyed good relations with the Turks and the 
Bulgarians, why should they celebrate their defeat?®® The Frankists con- 
tinually beat the revisionist drum in the 1920s, hoping to connect their 
own struggle to the larger revisionist cause in Europe. In an article in the 
Frankist newspaper Hrvatsko Pravo (Croatian Right) entitled ‘On War’, it 
was claimed that whilst the consequences of war had been terrible for all, 
the so-called winners of the First World War were now in worse shape 
than the losers: 

States which were created as a result of the war spread dissatisfaction across half of 
Europe. The best testament to this is their miserable economic conditions. And 
not only are the victorious nations dissatisfied with their fate, they are actually in a 
more chaotic state than they can handle.®^ 

As for the position of the Croats, the article challenged the assumption 
that the South Slav state’s enemies were ipso facto the enemies of Croats: 
Italy had negotiated during the war on behalf of Croatian independence 
(!), whereas Hungary, although guilty of mistreating the Croats in the 
days of dualism, had now realized her past errors. Finally, Bulgaria had 
never wronged the Croats, and there should be no quarrel between the 
two nations, now or ever: 

Head into a village and ask a Croat peasant what he thinks of Bulgarians. Each one 
will answer in the same way. Why should they be our enemies? They have done 
nothing wrong to us, so should we then provoke them into having an unfriendly 
stance towards us? [. . .] The Croatian people are pacific, but robust, patient, and 

sober. That is why the nation cannot fall, even if a war greater than the last were to 

68 

arrive. 

The Frankist culture of defeat was a conscious negation of liberation and 
unification, its alter ego: instead of Lazar, Obilic, and Karadjordje, the 
Frankists posited Ante Starcevic and Josip Frank, whose graves they 
visited on All Souls’ Day, making sacred their own political and historical 
forefathers. Instead of the dead of Kajmakcalan and Cer, the Frankists 
prayed for the Croat soldiers killed resisting South Slav unification, ‘those 
that had fallen for Croatian liberation on 5 December [1918, at Jelacic 
Square] ’. In 1 924, a Frankist speech at the graves of these soldiers saluted 
those ‘who had raised their voices against the treachery of the National 
Council’, promising also a future redemption: 
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One night when our wishes and struggles are realized, we will come, not just those of 
us here now, but the whole of the Croat people, to call out to you that the idea which 
the Party of Right has fought sixty-three years for has finally been brought to life, the 
idea for which you fell, namely, that only God and the Croats rule in Croatia.®® 

The war sacrifice was meaningful because it had been made for the Croat 
nation, but the Frankists also felt they owed a debt to their dead which 
could only be repaid through further struggle and eventual victory. They 
‘called out to the December Victims’, promising to return as a national 
whole when their idea was finally ‘brought to life’. 

Following this speech, the Frankist procession laid wreathes at the graves 
of two other recently deceased Croats: the poet and dramatist Milan 
Ogrizovic, and Antun Liposcak, the general who had served as the first 
president of the Retired Officers’ Society in Zagreb and who had caused 
such concern amongst the National Council in October and November 
1918. During the war, Ogrizovic had edited the official Austro-Hungarian 
occupation newspaper, Beogradske novine (Belgrade News), thus he had 
been a figure associated with the monarchy and the occupation of Serbia, 
the tribute at Mirogoj would have sent a provocative message to Belgrade (if 
that is, anyone was paying attention). Liposcak was an obvious choice: a 
loyal Austro-Hungarian officer and a Croat who had served with distinction 
during the war and had been stigmatized in Yugoslavia. 

However, the Frankists were not the only group who cultivated a 
martyrology at the cemetery on All Souls’ Day. Reporting on their obser- 
vances at Mirogoj in 1924, the Frankists complained of a violent scene 
taking place within earshot of the graves of their dead.^° This was actually 
a brawl between the police and communist youths. The communists 
visited Mirogoj each year to visit a martyr of their own. This was Alija 
Ailjagic, the young Bosnian communist who had been hanged for assas- 
sinating former interior minister Milorad Draskovic. When Alijagic was 
executed, Vladimir Copic, a returnee from Russia who was now a com- 
munist (but who in the pre-war period had been a Frankist) promised to 
make a cult of their fallen comrade: 

The hanging will remain in our history as an inerasable symbol of this shameful 
regime. The death of our Alija will remain with us as an example of the nobility of 
a proletarian victim of this regime . . . [this is] not a cult of Alija Alijagic as an 
assassin, but a cult of Alija Alijagic as a victim of a criminal regime and as a hero 
and martyr of the working class. 

Alijagic was the ideal symbol and martyr for the communist movement in 
Yugoslavia. For the communists, the sacrifice of the war years was not 
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pregnant with meaning as they were for ORJUNA or for the Frankists. 
They were neither a victory nor a defeat, but merely another stage towards 
the promised socialist revolution. Alijagic, however, had clearly died for 
this cause: he had sacrificed himself in order to undermine an oppressive 
regime, and acknowledging his sacrifice on All Souls’ Day combined 
celebrating his sacrifice with a protest at the regime’s repression of the 
communists since 1921. And so Alijagic became the ‘war hero’ of the 
communist movement. On All Souls’ Day in 1923 and 1924, communists 
throughout Yugoslavia had set their atheism aside to pay tribute at 
Alijagic’s grave. The spectacle of communists observing a Catholic day 
of commemoration was noted in the Zagreb press; Hrvat (Croat), for 
example, compared the huge number of wreathes covering Alijagic’s 
grave to the scant few on the graves of the 3,800 soldiers from regiments 
in Zagreb who were killed during the war.^^ 

The regime was aware of the communist pilgrimage too, and on All 
Souls’ Day in 1 924, following trouble the previous year, ten police officers 
had been posted at Alijagic’s grave in order to break up any gathering or 
demonstration by the outlawed communists. When communists tried to 
do precisely this, police intervened, and in the resulting clash an addi- 
tional seventy officers were called in to restore order. These were the 
violent scenes about which the Frankists had commented, no doubt 
shocked that Godless communists had profaned their sacred day and 
their sacred site of mourning. 

This was not the end of the violence, however, for the public display of 
communist support at Alijagic’s graveside was a great provocation to 
ORJUNA, whose members had heard about the annual obsequies at 
Mirogoj and planned to take action against them. ORJUNA had a score 
to settle with the communists, for that summer had seen the battle 
between the communists and the Orjunasi at Trbovlje, the most violent 
confrontation between the two groups to date. ORJUNA and the com- 
munists clashed at the Narodna Kavana on Jelacic Square, the cafe at 
which the communists had reconvened after their demonstration at 
Mirogoj. It was a chance for ORJUNA to reclaim possession of 
Zagreb’s public spaces from the communists, whose commemoration of 
the communist assassin Alija Alijagic represented a challenge to their 
claims that the war had been a victory for liberation and unification. All 
Souls’ Day was thus another chance for the association to relive the 
battles it had missed out on during 1914-1918, and another chance for 
its members to prove themselves as rightful heirs of the wartime genera- 
tion. Just as the volunteers had battled communists in revolutionary 
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Russia during the war, so the Orjunasi would battle communists on the 
streets of Zagreb in the post-war period. And just as the ex-officers’ family 
evening was a dangerous manifestation of the Habsburg ancien regime, so 
the communists represented the scourge of Bolshevism; ‘liberation and 
unification’ had been a victory against both these things. 

After the troubles of 1924, the regime understood the potential of All 
Souls’ Day at Mirogoj to concentrate violently competing forces in one 
small space. The remains of Alija Alijagic were disinterred from Mirogoj 
and reburied well out of the way, in a small village outside Bihac, in 
Bosnia. There was considerably less violence on All Souls’ Day in sub- 
sequent years, which undoubtedly had something to do with the ebbing 
away of ORJUNA as well as the removal of Alijagic’s grave. On All Souls’ 
Day the following year, 1925, the communists noted sardonically that 
Alijagic was a greater threat to the regime dead than he was alive. In a 
sense, they were right: political opponents could be executed and enemy 
soldiers defeated on the battlefield, but martyrs of all stripe lived on as 
examples to new generations. 



The Croatian Women and the monument 
to the ‘December Victims’ 

The Austro-Hungarian soldiers killed during the barracks revolt of 5 
December 1918 also became important symbols of opposition to the 
Belgrade regime in the interwar period, and they received a permanent 
monument at Mirogoj in 1932, courtesy of the ‘Society of Croatian 
Women’, a charitable organization that opened branches throughout 
the Croat lands in the 1920s. The Croatian Women, whose members 
insisted that the society was merely a ‘cultural educational’ organization, 
was nevertheless treated with suspicion by the authorities.^^ The 
Croatian Women actually had numerous parallels with the Circle of 
Serbian Sisters, the charitable and philanthropic association that looked 
after disabled veterans during the interwar period. Like the Circle of 
Serbian Sisters, the Croatian Women were concerned with the victims 
of war: they had helped organize the family evening for retired officers that 
had been broken up by ORJUNA in 1922. They also organized a number 
of ‘tea parties’ whose aim was to raise money for disabled veterans, war 
widows, and orphans in the formerly Habsburg lands. 

The Croatian Women had also taken responsibility for the care of war 
graves at Mirogoj in 1922. But the war dead garnered little attention in 
the 1920s, thus, as we have seen, the newspaper Hrvat, reporting on the 
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All Souls’ Day commemorations of 1923, contrasted the attention given 
to Alija Alijagic to the neglect of the Austro-Hungarian war graves at 
Mirogoj. The newspaper reported on this matter again after All Souls’ 
Day in 1927, noting how 

One section of the cemetery was poorly decorated [The section in which are 
buried] those who fell for us in the war, as if they did not deserve the slightest 
gratitude or remembrance. Very rarely has anyone been to their graves.^® 

In November 1928, the Society of Croatian Women sent a letter to 
authorities in Zagreb proposing a monument to commemorate the sol- 
diers who had died on 5 December 1918. Like the Frankists, the Society 
of Croatian Women saw these soldiers as belonging to an ongoing sacri- 
fice for the Croatian national cause. In addition to the fourteen soldiers 
who died that day, the Society of Croatian Women proposed adding the 
names of Croat youths (mainly members of the Croatian Sokol) who had 
been killed in skirmishes with ORJUNA. Collectively, the Croats com- 
memorated by the monument had 

fallen at murderous hands at a time when they, full of ecstasy and enthu- 
siasm, cheered for the freedom of Croatia. Those are our Croat martyrs from 
5 December 1918 to 20 June 1928.^^ 20 June 1928 was the day Punisa Racic 
opened fire in the parliament building, and the calls of the Croatian Women 
for this monument came during the critical period between that act of 
violence and the installation of the royal dictatorship, and during the decen- 
nial celebrations of Serbia’s wartime victory. It was an attempt to set up an 
alternative to the officially sanctioned celebrations of ‘liberation and unifica- 
tion’ that were by this stage increasingly being rejected by non-Serbians, and 
especially by Croats. 

The monument was evenmally raised in 1932. One of the few monu- 
ments in Yugoslavia that challenged liberation and unification, it is worth 
analysing at some length. The monument divided the names of those killed 
on two plaques: the soldiers killed on 5 December 1918 and, separately, 
Croat youths killed in clashes with ORJUNA. The Croatian Women, like 
the Frankists, wanted to maintain the integrity of the cult of the ‘December 
Victims’. In the new narrative of Croatian resistance to Yugoslavia, this cult 
had a double significance, its symbolic meaning derived not just from the 
soldiers that had died, but also from the date on which they had died. In its 
proximity to the day of unification (1 December 1918), the events of 
5 December served both as an alternative celebration to the 1 December 
and as evidence of the immediacy of Croatian resistance to South Slav 
unification in 1918. The monument also asserted the separate national 
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identity of the Croats in its use of Catholic iconography. At the head of the 
monument was a plaque depicting the Virgin Mary being consoled by 
Jesus Christ. The identification of Croatian sacrifice and suffering with 
Catholicism has already been noted in the choice of commemorating that 
sacrifice on All Souls’ Day, and the biblical scene depicted was another 
example of how religion was used in this way. 

In choosing this particular scene for their monument, it seems that the 
Croatian Women were conforming to traditional gender roles of sacrifice 
and mourning, consistent with other women’s groups throughout the 
country. The association of the Society of Croatian Women with the 
Virgin Mary promoted the idea of a chaste, maternal, feminine sacrifice, 
appropriate for Croatian women in post-war society. The suffering of the 
saviour on the other hand evoked notions of innocence and a selfless 
sacrifice made so that others might benefit, entirely appropriate for the 
role of martyrs into which the Society of Croatian Women had cast the 
young men commemorated in this monument. The dedication at the foot 
of the monument upheld these constructed gender roles; it read ‘to the 
innocent blood spilt in the flower of youth, this monument was raised 
with maternal love by the Society of Croatian Women, 30 October 1932’. 
It was one of the few monuments raised in the interwar period that went 
against the grain of liberation and unification; it stood as a testament to an 
increasing sense of dissatisfaction with Yugoslavia on the part of Croats. 
And indeed, as we shall see in the remaining chapters, following the 
assassination of Stjepan Radic, Croats were increasingly rejecting libera- 
tion and unification and its primacy in Yugoslavia. 



‘A Black Decennial’: the birth of the Ustashe 

The shooting of Peasant Party deputies in June 1928 and the subsequent 
death of Stjepan Radic a few weeks later changed attitudes of many 
former Habsburg South Slavs to the war and its legacy. After the parlia- 
mentary assassinations, many non-Serbians were no longer willing to 
accept so passively the primacy of liberation and unification in 
Yugoslavia: there was an increasingly vocal rejection of the symbols of 
Serbia’s war victory that had been central to the creation of a national 
culture since 1918, as if such symbols had been exposed as warlike and 
violent by Punisa Racic’s actions on 20 June 1928. 

This shift in political gravity during the second half of 1928 was 
welcomed by the Frankists, who hoped that they could now move to the 
centre of politics in the Croat lands and achieve national independence. 
And indeed, as hostility towards Belgrade became more prevalent in 
Zagreb, the Frankists were able to assert their message with more 
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confidence than at any point in the preceding decade. That this critical 
juncture coincided with the decennial celebrations of liberation and uni- 
fication added great resonance to the Frankists’ calls for separation. 
Gustav Percec and Ante Pavelic had already, through rituals and cere- 
monies at Mirogoj cemetery and elsewhere, created a narrative of 
Croatian suffering based around key dates such as 29 October and 5 
December. In 1928, these rituals and Frankist rhetoric had a revitalized 
urgency, as the party and its supporters attempted to capitalize on the 
mood in the Croatian capital. 

Ante Pavelic, an elected deputy in the country’s parliament from 1 927 
onwards, was quick to attack the government’s attempts to characterize 
the shootings as the work of just one man, thereby reinforcing the notion 
that Racic’s actions symbolized the aggression of the Serbian nation 
against Croatia.^® The very day of the shootings, Pavelic told newspapers 
that, ‘The Croat population cannot interpret this event as the crime of one 
man, but as one of countless crimes which have been inflicted on the 
Croat people over a period of ten years. A week later, at a party meeting 
in Zagreb, Pavelic reminded those present that Frankists such as himself 
were merely reiterating what they had been saying since 29 October 1918, 
that Croatia should be free and the master of her own affairs. On All 
Souls’ Day 1928, the Frankists once again led a procession to Mirogoj, 
where Mile Budak, a former officer of the Austro-Hungarian army, told 
those assembled that, ‘the graves of our fathers teach us many truths’.®^ 
Once again, the Frankists spoke of how the dead were watching over the 
living, and Budak went on to say that 

You [all] will personally hear the great voices of the victims of the past ten years, 
who are these days gathering around the canon of Ante Starcevic, under the leader- 
ship of the newest and greatest victim: Stjepan Radic; listen to them and you 
will hear the deadliest song of Croatian pride and the most enduring celebration - 
of a black decennial.*^ 

Like Pavelic, Budak stressed the continuity of his party’s goals, saying that 
all parties within Croatia now sought that which the Frankists had sought 
for the past decade. Gustav Percec, another former Austro-Hungarian 
officer who called the date their ‘alternative’ to Belgrade’s 1 December 
ceremonies: ‘These heroes were the first,’ claimed Percec, ‘who gave their 
lives for the honour of the Croat people.’®^ On 29 December, just a few 
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days before the dictatorship, Pavelic told Hrvatsko pravo that nothing 
short of full autonomy was now acceptable for him and his supporters. 

Whilst the Frankists were certainly exaggerating their role as the van- 
guard of popular interest in Croatia, other sources also reveal the new 
mood in the Croatian capital. Obzor, which had remained staunchly pro- 
Yugoslav throughout the 1920s, complained that the significance of 29 
October had been neglected in the post-war state, which was more proof 
of ‘Belgrade hegemony’.®® Hrvat dedicated its entire front page to the 
decennial of 29 October, comparing that which Croatia had in 1918 (her 
own territory, government, etc.) to the situation in the country in 1928 
(chaos; disorder; and Croatia’s leadership, army, diplomatic corps, gen- 
darmerie, and police ‘in the hands of Serbians’).®^ Jutamji list {The 
Morning Newspaper) explicitly supported the Frankists and ‘the politics 
of Vlach Street’, writing that the Frankists, who were conducting their 
protests against the government in a peaceful fashion, had been unfairly 
branded as troublemakers by the authorities.®® Pavelic himself staked out 
both the continuity of his party’s goals and its new position closer to the 
centre of political gravity in Croatia: 

A lot has been written about the politics of Vlach Street in the newspapers these 
days. I have already said a few words about that and there will soon be occasion to 
say more. For today, it will be enough to say to you that it is an eternal shame that 
in 1918, the politics of Vlach Street did not lead the country instead of the 
National Council, since I am certain that [had that been the case] Croatia 
would today be free.®® 

The decennial celebrations of unification in Zagreb also turned into an 
opportunity to show opposition towards Belgrade and Croatia’s position 
in Yugoslavia. Pavelic described 1 December 1918 as ‘the blackest day in 
Croatian history’, and promised that, ‘When Croatia is free, it will be 
outlined in a responsible fashion to Croat children, the manner in which 
they should interpret the dark pages of that day on Croatian history.’®® 
The Frankist message was the same as it had been in the preceding years, 
although Pavelic now believed that his goals were shared by a number of 
Croats in the capital. The official celebrations at Zagreb Cathedral were 
sabotaged when unknown persons unfurled three large black flags along 
the front of the building. One had the date ‘ 1 December’ sewn into it in 
large white letters, another ‘20 June 1928’, and the third covered with 
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black and red squares, the coat of arms of medieval Croatia and 
Slavonia.®* Violent clashes between police and demonstrators through- 
out the day resulted in the deaths of four Croats, a further reason for 
deteriorating relations between the Croatian capital and the Belgrade 
government. The Frankists posited 5 December, as they had throughout 
the 1 920s, as a more suitable day for Croats to mark. Just as they had done 
after the unification in 1918, the party distributed leaflets calling on 
people to show their dissatisfaction with the way Croatian state right 
was being violated. The leaflets, written by Frankists at the University 
of Zagreb, asked that Croat men and women commemorate the anniver- 
sary of the ‘heroic deaths on Jelacic Square’ of the soldiers who were 
‘bloodily killed by Serbs’. The leaflet went on to call on Croats to take part 
‘in a struggle like the Irish ... an eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth’. 

It is likely that the leaflets were the work of Branimir Jelic, a student at 
the University of Zagreb and the leader of the Frankist academic club 
Kvatemik. Jelic’s emergence as a key personality in the Frankist move- 
ment at this time seems to be the result of Pavelic’s careful cultivation of a 
new generation of Frankists who would be able to continue the struggle 
for Croatian autonomy.®^ Jelic was a veteran of the Croatian Sokol, the 
nationalist gymnastics association, and it was involvement in groups such 
as this and Kvatemik which prepared like-minded young Frankists to 
intensify the struggle for Croatian autonomy and to capitalize on anti- 
Serb sentiment in Zagreb after the death of Stjepan Radic. Under the 
tutelage of senior Frankists such as Pavelic, Jelic established the Croatian 
Homeguard (Hrvatski domobran), a ‘phalanx of unified Croat youth 
widening its grip’ according to the first issue of the group’s journal.®^ 
Jelic wrote of the urgent need for the youth of Croatia to organize into 
‘units’ that could put aside party differences and factional interests and 
unite in the battle for ‘Croatian freedom’. These would not know ‘equi- 
vocation, rather discipline’.®^ Jelic went on to note the ‘false epoch on 
Kajmakcalan, the Balkan-Serbian lie about Kajmakcalan-liberation 
achievements, [is] an infection that will not plague us’. Jelic claimed 
that the science of Ante Starcevic had inoculated Croats to this particular 
infection. According to the Croatian Homeguard, the war had weakened 
all nations and introduced to the world ‘the red bacilli’ and the ‘Asiatic 
plague’ that had its purest manifestation in Russia. It was the historic role 
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of the Croat people, as part of Western civilization, to serve as border 
guards against this plague.^® 

It is clear from reading the pages of this short-lived journal (banned, of 
course, under King Alexander’s dictatorship) that Jelic and his colleagues 
were remobilizing for some kind of armed confrontation to achieve their 
goalj the role of the Croatian Homeguard was to prepare the youth for the 
forthcoming battle. The group claimed that like-minded youth were 
responsible for the demonstrations on 1 December in protest at unification: 

Croatian youth have shown, that the whole of the Croat nation has no reason to 
fear its fall, and that shortly, very shortly, we will see days when the sun of freedom 
will shine on the Croatian horizon, and the clouds of non-fraternity, force, and 
blood will disperse.®^ 

Many years later, Eugen Dido Kvaternik, the son of former Austro- 
Hungarian officer Slavko Kvaternik and a member of the Kvaternik 
student group, talked in similarly warlike terms of the revolutionary 
potential within Croatia at the time. Kvaternik claimed that ex-officers 
of the Austro-Hungarian army such as his father were willing and able to 
bring about such an uprising: 

the military expert Slavko Kvaternik and a group of former officers, of whom I could 
mention Stancer [sic], Begic, Laxa, Sablljak.®® All of them were at that time still 
relatively young, combative, and confident of success [. . .] the uprising which was 
planned over the summer of 1 928 was not a rebellion of the unorganized masses. Its 
preparation, just as the formation of the first Croatian military formations, would 
have been in the hands of first-class officers and non-commissioned officers. In 
Croatia at that time there were several thousand officers and several tens of thou- 
sands of non-commissioned officers with many years of war experience. Since the 
end of the First World War only ten years had passed. Besides this, the majority of 
those officers and non-commissioned officers had served at least some time in the 
Serbian army [the Yugoslav army]. The military craft, therefore, was not alien to 
them. Those who had been youngsters during the First World War, were in the 
prime of their lives in 1928. Higher officers, from the rank of major upwards, were 
between forty and fifty years old. This gathering of officers and non-commissioned 
officers was nationally conscious and politically united. The majority were members 
of the HSS and amongst us were Austrian officers who, over the years, had lost the 
nostalgia for Austria and in whom patriotism for Croatia had sprang up.®® 

Just as the numbers of the officers involved in the Croat Committee at the 
beginning of the 1920s were inflated in that group’s literature, Kvaternik 
was certainly exaggerating the support for an armed uprising in Croatia at 
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this time. The Ministry of the Interior did send a memorandum to Zagreb 
citing ‘reliable sources’ and warning that former officers of the Austro- 
Hungarian army were organizing with the intention of coming to the aid 
of the Peasant-Democrat Block, the new political constellation that 
encompassed most opposition parties in Croatia, including the 
Frankists.^°° Nevertheless, Kvaternik’s comments are more useful in so 
far as they show how he valued the importance of armed struggle for 
Croatian autonomy, and how he valued the role that former Austro- 
Hungarian officers might play in such a struggle. It is important to 
remember that Pavelic’s Ustashe, formed shortly after the promulgation 
of King Alexander’s dictatorship, was, at least initially, a paramilitary 
group that would succeed or fail on the strength of its military efficacy. 
In this respect, former Austro-Hungarian officers were an important 
source of expertise and experience. 

The latter part of 1928, from the death of Stjepan Radic until the 
promulgation of King Alexander’s dictatorship, is essential for under- 
standing the nature of the Ustasha insurgency in the 1 930s. In the months 
immediately before the dictatorship, there was a renewed confidence 
within the ranks of the Frankists and their supporters that their goal of 
Croatian autonomy, pursued throughout the 1 920s, was now attainable, 
as Croats become increasingly alienated from the government in 
Belgrade. But Pavelic’s expectations were disappointed at the beginning 
of 1929, when Alexander promulgated his dictatorship, ending all talk of 
amputation and separation for Croatia. Frankist expectations of a full- 
scale revolt within Croatia also proved misplaced. The majority of the 
population within Croatia appear to have accepted the king’s dictatorship 
as a necessary solution, even welcoming the end of the parliamentary 
paralysis that had made the country ungovernable during the 1920s. 

Pavelic and his long-term collaborator in the Frankist party Gustav 
Percec certainly did not accept this as a solution. They left the country 
shortly after the king’s announcement, along with Branimir Jelic, found- 
ing the Ustasha-Croatian-Revolutionary Movement - the Ustashe, at the 
beginning of the 1930s. 

Both Percec and Pavelic were sentenced to death in absentia for their 
cooperation with the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization, 
with whom they joined forces in April 1929. Branimir Jelic would become 
the organization’s most senior representative in Berlin during the 1930s, 
from where he directed a centre for Ustasha propaganda. Gustav Percec 
became the military commander of the Ustasha training camp in Janka 
Pustza (Hungary); once again called upon to serve in a military capacity, it 
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was felt that as a former Austro-Hungarian officer, he would be well quali- 
fied for this role.'°^ Ex-officers Stjepan Sarkotic, Ivan Percevic, and Stjepan 
Duic, long-time exiles in Vienna, were also involved with the Ustashe and 
had great prestige within the organization. Sarkotic especially was practically 
deified amongst Frankists for his long-held opposition to Yugoslavia. 
Significantly, Pavelic’s first port of call after leaving Yugoslavia in January 
1929 was Vienna, to visit the coterie of ex-officers gathered around 
Sarkotic. Other Frankists/ex-officers who immediately joined the ranks 
of the Ustasha paramilitary units included Mirko Puk, Slavko Stancer, 
Manko Gagliardi, and Johann von Salis-Seewis. Vilim Begic was arrested a 
number of times over the course of 1929-1930 for crossing the border into 
Hungary to assist Pavelic and Percec. Slavko Kvatemik joined the move- 
ment in 1933, at the personal request of Pavelic. All of these veterans were 
amongst the highest ranks of the Ustashe in the 1930s, and those who 
survived the vicissitudes of exile in the 1930s were rewarded with positions 
in the upper echelons of Pavelic’s state. 

Throughout the 1 920s, a number of former Austro-Hungarian officers 
remained unreconciled to Yugoslavia and resentful of their loss of status 
post-1918, and longing, as Juan Linz put it when talking of officers and 
veterans and their links to fascists, for ‘the rigid status structures of pre- 
First World War society in which the aristocracy still occupied a distinct 
position particularly among the professional officers’. Largely irrele- 
vant during the period of parliamentary rule in Yugoslavia, former 
Austro-Hungarian officers were given the chance to ‘remobilize’ by 
Ante Pavelic and the Ustashe. 

The historian Bela Vago, in an article on fascism in eastern Europe, 
makes the questionable claim that the Ustashe had ‘hardly any history 
before April 1941, [their] programme and ideological foundation were 
little known amongst the Croatian masses’. The opposite was true: for 
the Frankists who graduated into the ranks of the Ustashe had a surfeit of 
history, a thousand years of Croatian state-right funnelled into a cata- 
strophic denouement at the end of the war on 1 December 1918, a 
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‘culture of defeat’ that was seared into the very foundations of Pavelic’s 
organization, an organization which promised to revenge the humiliations 
of 1918. The ‘culture of defeat’ in Yugoslavia remained the preserve of a 
very small group of former officers and Frankists. It was a culture that was 
dwarfed by liberation and unification, and hardly noticed, because its 
adherents were hardly relevant, throughout most of the 1920s. 

And yet the ritualization of the war defeat by Frankists at Mirogoj and 
the implacable hostility to Yugoslavia and to liberation and unification 
created a thread of continuity within this small group during the decade 
prior to the establishment of the royal dictatorship. And Alexander’s 
dictatorship itself ignited a new phase in this resistance, ‘remobilizing’ 
these disgruntled and largely forgotten one-time supporters of Austria- 
Hungary into a resurgent radical-right movement. Later, as the 1930s 
wore on, the Ustashe would become increasingly fascisized, and its goals 
would become too revolutionary for many of the conservative figures who 
had been close to Austria-Hungary until 1918, as we shall see. However, 
in its initial guise, the Ustashe was the product of the Croatian ‘culture of 
defeat’, nursed by former officers of the Austro-Hungarian army and their 
allies among the Frankists. 



Conclusion 

The Habsburg war was refracted in numerous ways in Yugoslavia. As we 
saw in Chapter 4, the death throes of Austria-Hungary coincided with the 
birth pains of the South Slav state. The rural unrest in the Croat lands 
during the last months of the war had ramifications for Yugoslavia, as 
many peasants continued to resist all forms of state and centralized 
control well after the end of the war. Their rejection of war was channelled 
by Stjepan Radic and the Croat Peasant Party into a pacifist and anti- 
militarist programme, one that was at odds with liberation and unifica- 
tion. But there were other refractions: small groups of Habsburg military 
and political elites remained loyal to Austria-Hungary until the very end 
of its life, and then shed their imperial loyalties and re-emerged as implac- 
able opponents of both Yugoslavia and the post-war order in Europe. 
These groups, the Frankists and the ex-officers who supported them, 
incubated and ritualized their grievances during the 1920s; many of 
them would graduate into the radical right of the 1930s. 

At the other end of the spectrum, a small number of South Slavs 
remobilized in the communist cause, looking upon the war years as the 
first stage towards the promised socialist revolution. These separate frag- 
ments were greatly at odds with one another, and occasionally even 
collided, as the history of All Souls’ Day at Mirogoj demonstrates. 
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Indeed, they were only unified when the proponents of liberation and 
unification, including the state itself, imposed unity on them, caricaturing 
all Austro-Hungarian veterans as soldiers of a defeated enemy. This was 
an attitude shared by violent paramilitary associations such as ORJUNA 
and SRNAO and many of the functionaries who worked in the institutions 
of the state such as the army, the Royal Court, and the Ministry of Social 
Policy. This was an unfortunate turn for the many South Slavs who 
fought in the Austro-Hungarian army who merely wanted to gain welfare 
and social care from the state of which they were now subjects, or else 
raise some local monument to mark their wartime sacrifice. 

It was also to the further detriment of national integration and con- 
solidation after 1918. As we saw in the first part of this book, it was 
believed by many that liberation and unification could galvanize the 
national culture of the new state, that privileging the Serbian culture of 
victory, both domestically and in international relations, could buoy its 
strength and stability. This project, in so far as it was pursued by 
Yugoslavia’s political classes, failed twice: it did not succeed in binding 
Serbian veterans to the new state’s institutions - since many of them 
resented the legacy of the war years being hijacked by civilian politicians - 
and it failed again by ostracizing and alienating many veterans of the 
Austro-Hungarian army. 



6 No man’s land 

The invalid and volunteer questions 



Introduction: Yugoslavia’s ‘no man’s land’ 

Between the two contingents of South Slav war veterans - those who had 
fought in the Serbian army and those who had fought for Austria- 
Hungary - there was a kind of middle ground, a ‘no man’s land’ occupied 
by veterans who did not exactly fit into either side. The most prominent 
groups in this middle ground were disabled veterans. South Slavs from 
either the Austro-Hungarian army or the Serbian army who had been 
permanently injured or disfigured during the war years, and the volun- 
teers, South Slavs of all nationalities and backgrounds who had opted to 
fight in the Serbian army’s volunteer divisions during the wars. 

Yugoslavia’s war disabled cannot easily be categorized as either the 
‘victor’ or ‘defeated’ parties in the new state: it was their disability rather 
than the common experience of serving in the same army that brought 
them together after 1918. The challenge for Yugoslavia’s disabled veter- 
ans was to find a vocabulary of shared rights and entitlements with which 
they could articulate their demands to the state, and also to find a 
common sense of the meaning of the war years and the meaning of their 
sacrifice. But this was extremely difficult, given the divided legacy of the 
war in Yugoslavia. Collectively, Yugoslavia’s disabled veterans were sub- 
ject to many conflicting forces: their desire to gain welfare and social 
provision from the state drew them together, but their experiences in 
opposing armies during the war pushed them apart. Disabled veterans 
of the Serbian army often wanted to celebrate and mark their sacrifice for 
liberation and unification, but their sense of festivity was tempered by 
their disability, and by the knowledge that the culture of victory would 
fragment the disabled veterans’ movement in Yugoslavia, deepening the 
cleavages between Serbian and Austro-Hungarian veterans, just as the 
culture of victory had deepened the cleavages in Yugoslavia more gen- 
erally. On the other hand, there is evidence of institutionalized prejudices 
against disabled veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army, whose appeals 
for welfare were frequently dismissed since the veterans in question had 
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not fought for ‘liberation and unification’, but were rather soldiers of a 
defeated enemy. 

The South Slav volunteers also occupied this no man’s land. 
Volunteer veterans hailed from both armies, the Austro-Hungarian 
and the Serbian, and their number included Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes. They were thus separate from the remainder of the wartime 
generation, but unlike the disabled veterans, they were clearly part of 
Yugoslavia’s culture of victory. And an important part at that: the 
volunteer movement in Yugoslavia was held up as a symbol of the way 
in which South Slavs of all nationalities and from either side of the war’s 
fault lines had come together to fight for liberation and unification. The 
volunteer veterans were the Yugoslav war heroes par excellence. They 
served as a potent symbol of the new Yugoslav national culture after 
1918, and were used as such by many, including King Alexander himself 
during the years of his dictatorship (1929-1934). And yet despite these 
heavy symbolic investments, the divisions within this group of veterans 
were still all too visible, and their use as symbols which brought together 
the separate fragments of the wartime experiences proved more limited 
in the interwar period than many had hoped. 



Re-integrating Yugoslavia’s disabled veterans 

Disabled veterans were not an entirely new phenomenon after 1918: the 
Serbian army’s wars of 1876-1878, 1885, and 1912-1913 had famil- 
iarized people with the figure of the wounded soldier. The ‘war invalid’ 
had even become a minor literary archetype, thanks to Laza Lazarevic’s 
classic short story Sve ce to narod pozlatiti (The People Will Reward All 
This). The figure was less familiar in the formerly Habsburg lands, 
because war itself was more remote: before 1914, the Austro- 
Hungarian army had not been in the field since the occupation of 
Bosnia in 1878. There was a single disabled veterans’ association in 
the Croat lands before the outbreak of the First World War: it was 
named for Ban (Governor) Josip Jelacic and formed to support veterans 
of his 1848 military campaign against the Hungarians. Regardless of 
these varying experiences, however, the consequences of the war of 
1914-1918 eclipsed previous conflicts, and after 1918 disabled veterans 
in the South Slav lands went from being an unfortunate by-product of 
war to a major social concern. For many ex-soldiers, the fate of the 
country’s disabled veterans was seen more broadly as symptomatic of 
the fate of all veterans in Yugoslavia. 

After 1918, experts and competent authorities on the ‘invalid question’ 
in Yugoslavia emphasized that disabled veterans must be re-integrated 
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into post-war society and, especially, into the state’s workforce. ^ This idea 
had, in fact, existed even before the end of the war. In the Habsburg South 
Slav lands it had been frequently promoted by Bozidar Spisic, an ortho- 
paedic surgeon from Zagreb. Spisic was the director of an orthopaedic 
hospital in Zagreb in which wounded veterans were treated, and he had 
also established and ran a complex of ‘invalid schools’ which housed and 
retrained disabled soldiers.^ Spisic had written numerous articles and 
pamphlets during the war that addressed the growing concern with dis- 
abled veterans and that publicized his work and that of his hospital. After 
the war, his pioneering work on prosthetics and retraining of disabled 
soldiers earned him recognition in Serbia, where he travelled to lecture on 
the ‘invalid question’, now a mutual concern throughout Yugoslavia. 

In spring 1919, Spisic came to Belgrade to talk about his pamphlet. 
How We Can Help Our Invalids (originally published in 1917). This work 
became a kind of blueprint for care of disabled veterans in Yugoslavia in 
the first decade after the war. Spisic’s emphasis in the pamphlet was on 
the re-integration of disabled soldiers into the workplace: ‘Our invalids 
must not earn their daily bread by begging,’ warned Spisic (the sight of 
veterans gathering around landmarks such as Ban Jelacic’s monument in 
Zagreb or in front of the Hotel Moskva in Belgrade was often reported in 
the press). This was not only wasted labour, it was also wasted life, costly 
to the state and dispiriting to the veterans themselves. In contrast to such 
dependency, Spisic’s re-integration was mutually beneficial to both the 
disabled veterans in question and the state itself, for disabled veterans 
would become productive and valued members of society on the one 
hand and the national economy would not lose disabled veterans from 
the workforce on the other. The great human cost of the war years made 
this latter a very prominent concern. Re-integration became the emphasis 
of Yugoslavia’s approach to its disabled veterans. 

The so-called ‘invalid question’ was a pertinent one; the task of finding 
its answer fell to the newly formed Ministry of Social Policy. Initially, at 
least, the ministry confronted the ‘invalid question’ energetically, out- 
lining a number of policies and steps that should be taken to address the 
problem of disabled veterans and their re-integration into post-war 
society. Thus, the ministry suggested that every one of Yugoslavia’s 



^ This section is an expansion of research previously published in John Paul Newman, 
‘Forging a United Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’, in Dejan Djokic and 
James Ker-Lindsay (eds.). New Perspectives on Yugoslavia: Key Issues and Controversies 
(London: Routledge, 2011). 

^ Articles on and illustrations of ‘Invalid Life’ at such hospitals became a regular feature of 
the Zagreb-based wartime journal Ilustrovani list. See, e.g. 20 December 1916; 9 March 
1918; 27 July 1918. See also Hrvatska njiva, 1 August 1917. 
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disabled veterans should be examined (in some cases, re-examined) using 
the most advanced medical methods in order to ascertain their individual 
needs. It called for all institutions involved with disabled veterans (invalid 
schools, sanatoria, and so on) to be unified into a single authority that 
would cover the entire country. The ministry also suggested that within 
one year (eighteen months at most) every single disabled veteran who 
required a prosthetic limb would have one supplied. Finally, the ministry 
made provisions for the establishment of a department for social statistics, 
since, at this time, the ministry did not have figures of its own on the 
number of disabled veterans in the country, or to the nature of their 
disability.^ 

No other contingent of the wartime generation was as thoroughly 
counted and categorized as were the disabled veterans, as the state tried 
to take a measure of the problem. The ministry’s findings were published 
the following year in a pamphlet entitled The Invalid Question (Belgrade: 
1921). The pamphlet spoke at length about the procedures for examining 
and calculating levels of disability,^ it explained what kind of work and re- 
training would be suitable for disabled veterans,^ and announced a kind 
of ‘affirmative action’ policy in which disabled veterans would be chosen 
for certain kinds of work over able-bodied candidates.® Many disabled 
veterans would be given jobs in orthopaedic hospitals and workshops set 
up by the ministry to supply disabled veterans with prosthetic limbs; 
killing two birds with one stone, so to speak. 

The ministry also expressed concern about the current disparity in 
welfare allowances between Austro-Hungarian veterans and those of the 
Serbian army. Lacking a single law for disabled veterans throughout 
Yugoslavia, disabled veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army were still 
paid according to Austro-Hungarian legislation, with Serbian disabled 
veterans paid according to Serbian legislation. This was yet another 
legislative headache faced by state builders, to be added to the problems 
caused in unifying different currencies, different tax codes, and so on. But 
the lack of a single law on disabled veterans made the divisions between 
Austro-Hungarian veterans and Serbian veterans all the more pro- 
nounced. Austro-Hungarian disabled veterans were especially annoyed 
by this circumstance, since, according to existing laws, their Serbian 
counterparts received more welfare than they did. It was interpreted by 
some as evidence that the new state treated some veterans (i.e. those who 
had fought for ‘liberation and unification’) more favourably than others. 
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Finally, the ministry called for the establishment of ‘invalid commis- 
sions’ across the country to take stock of the number of disabled veterans 
in Yugoslavia, as well as the levels of their disability.^ According to the 
data collected by these commissions, there were 72,830 disabled veterans 
in Yugoslavia, of whom 48,434 were categorized as ‘seriously disabled’ 
{teski invalidi]. Of these 72,830 disabled veterans, the vast majority had 
sustained their injuries during the First World War, with only 3,580 
disabled veterans of the Balkan wars, and a few hundred disabled veterans 
of the Bosnian war and the Serbian-Bulgarian war of 1885. There were 
also over 180,000 war widows, almost 20,000 war orphans who had lost 
both parents, and over 160,000 children whose fathers had been killed in 
the war and whose mothers claimed welfare in the new state.® 



Diminishing returns: the Holy Spirit invalid school and 
the sanatoria at Brestovac and Moslavina 

Since the state itself assumed responsibility for the retraining and re- 
integration of disabled veterans, it also assumed responsibility for provid- 
ing disabled veterans with adequate facilities. Quite often, buildings 
which had been used for the benefit of disabled veterans during the war 
continued to be used for such purposes in the 1920s. The state thus 
hoped that temporary arrangements would become part of a more per- 
manent answer to the invalid question in Yugoslavia. On this matter, a 
complex of facilities at the Holy Spirit in Zagreb, and the sanatoria at 
Brestovac (on Mount Medvedica, outside of Zagreb) and Moslavina (also 
in Croatia) offer insights into the experiences of disabled veterans who 
were part of Spisic’s efforts at re-integration. The records of these institu- 
tions reveal a litany of complaints on the part of disabled veterans about 
living and working conditions due to inadequate funding and bad rela- 
tions between staff and pupils/patients. 

The Ministry for Social Policy set aside funds to turn the Holy Spirit 
Poorhouse in Zagreb into a home for disabled veterans,^ and by 1921 an 
‘invalid school’ had opened here. The school at the Holy Spirit offered a 
number of practical courses for disabled veterans, as well as an orthopae- 
dic hospital and space to accommodate more than 200 disabled veterans. 
At the invalid school, pupils were entitled to study free of charge for a 
period of one year. During this time they could be accommodated either 
at the Holy Spirit or at the nearby Ciglana (formerly a barracks), and 
would be given all the tools they needed to learn their craft. The school 
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190 



In the shadow of war 



employed a number of professionals, experts, and artisans qualified to 
pass knowledge of their trade on to the pupils. Courses were offered in a 
wide range of crafts, including, inter alia, tapestry, auto-mechanics, 
accountancy, and table-making. Basket-making was especially favoured, 
as it was felt that this trade offered a good chance of employment for 
disabled veterans without being too taxing on their reduced physical 
capacity. In addition to the school, disabled veterans could gain 
employment at the orthopaedic hospital located at the Holy Spirit, mak- 
ing prosthetic limbs for distribution to invalids throughout Croatia, 
Slavonia, and Dalmatia. 

Josip Pavicic, an Austro-Hungarian veteran who stayed at Ciglana for a 
short period in the early 1 920s and who wrote fictionalized accounts of his 
time there, found a certain sense of irony in the work of these disabled 
veterans at the Holy Spirit: 

So - there is a town in a street, completely grey with age. At the end of the street 
stands a large building, you could not distinguish it by its colour, and ten, maybe 
twelve people live there, and they work. You would not believe it, but I have seen it 
with my own eyes, those people are strange, you could not find a whole person 
amongst them. Some have two arms, but just one leg, or no legs . . . and if one 
walks about on healthy legs, take a look and you will see that his sleeve is empty. 
They are all like that, but stranger still is their work. They make that which they 
themselves lack: arms, legs, feet, fingers . . 

Upon finishing their studies, pupils were given the tools they needed to 
practice their new craft, as well as a sum of between 2,000 and 3,000 
dinars in order to help start their careers. 

The hope was that the school would provide a comprehensive pro- 
gramme of rehabilitation, but disabled veterans felt disappointed by the 
reality of conditions at the school. Problems arose within just a year of the 
Holy Spirit opening. In summer 1922, disabled veterans complained that 
despite grand talk of re-integrating them into society, the school was still 
woefully underfunded, and disabled veterans were finding it too hard to 
gain employment on leaving. At the end of 1922, 140 pupils at the 
school downed tools in protest at the poor conditions, presenting a note of 
protest to officials in Zagreb and calling (unsuccessfully) for the school’s 
director to be dismissed. 

Disabled veterans made similar complaints about Brestovac, a former 
barracks located at Sljeme at the top of Mount Medvedica that now 
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served as a sanatorium for soldiers suffering from tuberculosis, which had 
space for 120 patients and 42 members of staff. Disabled veterans made 
complaints about the standard of treatment in these facilities from a very 
early stage. In September 1921, the ‘Society for War Invalids in Croatia’ 
(JJdruzenje ratnih invalida u Hrvatskoj, see below) printed a list of com- 
plaints about conditions at Brestovac. Disabled veterans, they claimed, 
were given sub-standard food and drink whilst staff kept the better food 
for themselves. They complained further that horse-drawn coaches, the 
most comfortable way of getting to and from Sljeme, were used exclu- 
sively by the staff whilst disabled veterans were made to travel in freight 
cars. One disabled veteran, they noted, died two days after being sent 
down the mountain to another hospital in such a car. Finally, they drew 
attention to the dilapidated state of the barracks due to lack of funds, and 
how this was of critical importance during the winter months.^® 

Disabled veterans at Brestovac made national headlines when they 
started a hunger strike in protest at poor conditions in the sanatorium. 
The men refused to take meals until new sheets and thick coats for the 
approaching winter months were supplied to them.^^ Fifty-two of the 
seventy-two disabled veterans staying at Brestovac refused food for six 
days, during which time a commission from the Ministry of Social Policy 
arrived from Belgrade to address their demands.^® The commission 
carried out a full investigation of the hospital and its patients, six of 
whom were sent home as, due to restrictions in the ministry’s budget 
forcing a change in policy (see below), they were no longer classified by 
the state as disabled veterans. Delegates from amongst the patients were 
also allowed to visit the minister in Belgrade, where they presented their 
complaints and were given a number of winter coats to take back to 
Brestovac.^® Complaints persisted, however, and in November 1926 
patients went on strike once again, demanding warm clothes for the 
approaching winter. Indeed, complaints from disabled veterans per- 
sisted throughout the 1920s. 

Similar problems arose at Moslavina, a school for the blind that had 
been purchased by a group of philanthropists and given to the Ministry of 
Social Policy in 1919, with the stipulation that it be used as a sanatorium 
for disabled veterans as well as the blind. The history of this school in 
the 1 920s is marked by bad relations between staff and disabled veterans. 
So serious were the problems here that Moslavina became the subject of 
two investigations by the Ministry of Social Policy (1925 and 1930) after 
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disabled veterans lodged official complaints against staff there. The first 
occasion for complaint came in September 1 920, when disabled veterans 
at Moslavina expressed dissatisfaction about the treatment they received 
from the institute’s director. They claimed he bought a number of cows, 
fattened them and then sold them on at profit without giving disabled 
veterans any of the milk they produced. He also bred pigs, claimed the 
residents at Moslavina, ‘whilst we receive food that is not fit for pigs’. 
The complaints were passed on to the minister of social policy. 

At the end of 1924, disabled veterans, as well as a number of blind 
students who were receiving training at Moslavina, submitted a further 
list of complaints against staff at the school to the Ministry of Social 
Policy. One in particular stood out: three disabled veterans who tried to 
raise complaints with the institute’s director were dismissed with the 
response, ‘I am in charge here, and if you don’t like it, you can go to 
Franz Joseph. It was neither the first nor the last time that Austro- 
Hungarian veterans claimed to have been insulted in this way, that is, on 
the basis of their having served or fought in the Austro-Hungarian army. 
The investigating commission recommended that good relations between 
staff and pupils could be restored if efforts were made to improve material 
conditions in the school. This, they concluded, was the reason for the 
discontent. 

Just as at Brestovac, however, complaints persisted, and Moslavina was 
investigated again in 1930, following further complaints about conditions 
and staff at the institute. Again, the commission heard of how disabled 
veterans complained that staff had made insulting and derogatory 
remarks about their war records. In this investigation, a disabled veteran 
complained of how the school’s Serbian director had called him a ‘kraut 
whore {svapska kurvaY after getting drunk, and threatened to ‘turn his 
brains into schnitzel’. The complaint was upheld and the director, who 
conceded both to being drunk on duty and to the possibility that he had 
made such a remark, lost his job. The report found that this comment was 
not only characteristic of his attitude to work, but that it reflected more 
generally the bad state of relations between staff and patients at Moslavina 
over the years. The director was a Serbian, and almost all of the 
residents at Moslavina had served in the Austro-Hungarian army during 
the war, hence the insult ‘kraut whore’ (and the references to Franz 
Joseph before that). Such prejudices match the kind of attitudes found 
in the records of the Ministry for Religious Affairs and the Royal Court 
when dealing with requests for money from Austro-Hungarian veterans’ 
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associations, as we shall see, and they seem also to match the problems 
faced by some Austro-Hungarian veterans in the Yugoslav army during 
the 1920s. Indeed, it is difficult to refute evidence of prejudice against 
Austro-Hungarian veterans when it is supported by an independent 
investigator. 

It is also hard to refute the fact that disabled veterans lived in substan- 
dard conditions at Moslavina - a symptom of the financial problems the 
state was facing, especially after 1929. The investigators noted exactly 
this, saying that the general running of the sanatorium was acceptable and 
that most staff were acquitting themselves well, but only considering the 
terrible financial and material conditions at the school. The commission 
also took the opportunity to point out that of the seventy-one veterans 
staying at Moslavina, thirty-eight were no longer eligible for state support 
and would have to leave the school. Ciglana and the Holy Spirit were 
also affected by the financial problems faced by the state towards the end 
of the 1920s. 

Disabled veterans were eventually moved out of the facilities in 1928. 
The Ciglana barracks were knocked down to make way for a new techni- 
cal faculty, whilst the Holy Spirit returned to its original function of poor- 
house and school. Most of the remainder of the facilities were moved to a 
smaller building in the centre of Zagreb. Disabled veterans who were 
opposed to the move claimed that 1 29 men would be adversely affected 
by it, and that the number would have been even higher were it not for the 
ministerial budget restricting how many veterans were accepted at the 
Holy Spirit and Ciglana. The closing of these facilities came at a time, the 
late 1920s, when the state was in the process of withdrawing care of 
disabled veterans through economic necessity. This accounts for the 
introduction of greater budgetary restrictions, the reductions of numbers, 
and the diminishing size of existing facilities. It was a long way from the 
ministry’s national conference of 1920 and the warnings against neglect- 
ing disabled veterans in Yugoslavia. It was, however, a reflection of a 
policy shift on the part of the government, which now considered the care 
of disabled veterans to be primarily a matter for the private sphere of the 
family rather than that of the state itself. There is a parallel here with 
British ex-servicemen, as Joanna Bourke has found that in Great Britain 
the initial respect paid to the ‘fragmented bodies of war’ had all but 
evaporated by the end of the 1920s.^® 



Ibid. This was in the wake of the new invalid law of 1929, which, due to budget 
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Unity without victory: the Association of War Invalids 

For their part, disabled veterans also organized themselves into associa- 
tions, following, to a certain extent, the same pattern of organization and 
expansion as the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, that is, 
starting small, at local level, but gradually expanded to regional and then 
national associations with thousands of members. In these associations it 
was welfare provision, rather than commemoration of liberation and uni- 
fication, which was of paramount importance. The disabled veterans were 
deeply divided between Austro-Hungarian and Serbian wartime contin- 
gents, and their passage from many local associations to a single national 
association was problematic. It was necessary to find a shared sense of 
wartime sacrifice, but liberation and unification could not bind veterans 
of the Serbian army to those of the Austro-Hungarian army. The various 
associational components of the disabled veterans’ movement were not so 
tightly knit to one another. Disabled veterans had fought on different fronts, 
and even against one another. Like the reserve officers, the disabled veter- 
ans wanted to breach the fault lines that separated South Slav war veterans; 
but whereas the reserve officers tried to stretch liberation and unification so 
as to cover the entire country, the disabled veterans, without a shared sense 
of victory, needed to find a common language of entitlement with which to 
confront the state’s welfare institutions. This was not always easy, when 
disabled veterans themselves were divided over the legacy and meaning of 
the war, and many bureaucrats and officials harboured prejudices against 
disabled veterans who had fought in the Austro-Hungarian army. 

Analysis of the two largest regional disabled veterans’ associations in 
Yugoslavia, based in Zagreb and Belgrade, reveals the kinds of disputes 
and disagreements that were common between disabled veterans of the 
Austro-Hungarian and Serbian armies. An association for disabled veter- 
ans of the Serbian army, with a membership of a few hundred veterans 
and serving soldiers, was formed in February 1919, in Belgrade. In June, 
Croat veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army formed a similar associa- 
tion, along similar principles, in Zagreb. Both groups emphasized their 
members’ welfare entitlement and the poor performance of the Ministry 
of Social Policy. The records of the Zagreb association show that from the 
outset its members were painfully reminded of their wartime pasts. At one 
meeting, in June 1 920, an attendee told of how he had been to see an 
official at the Ministry of Social Policy and had been asked ‘were you at 
the front at Salonika? [TJhen go to [deposed Habsburg emperor] Karl, 
maybe he will give you something.’^® The next speaker, a former officer of 
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the Austro-Hungarian army, agreed that such accusations were common 
at the ministry, and were unfair since ‘We fought because we had to [. . .] 
you did not want to fight, but you had to, if you did not, you would be 
shot.’^° Apparently, the Habsburg stigma was enough to discount the 
Croat veterans’ claims on the social conscience of the new state: attendees 
of these early meetings had the impression that only those who fought for 
liberation and unification were entitled to welfare. The same wounds that 
made these veterans needful of the state’s help were seen by state officials 
as marks of an enemy. This was ironic, since many far worse offenders 
were able to shed their wartime pasts with ease: 

Those same gentleman, those same devils, who were the greatest black-and- 
yellow clamourers, that Frankist rabble who didn’t even know how best to express 
their dog-like loyalty towards the Austrian eagle, are now the greatest Yugoslavs 
and Serbophiles.^* 

The Zagreb veterans were victims of an institutionalized hostility against 
men who had fought or served in the Austro-Hungarian army. And yet the 
Serbian disabled veterans in Belgrade were also unsatisfied with their 
treatment in the new state. In their early meetings and in the pages of 
their newspaper Ratni invalid (War Invalid), they too railed against the 
perceived failures of the Ministry of Social Affairs and its bureaucrats. 

There was, then, some common ground between the two contingents 
of disabled veterans. In Yugoslavia, disability somewhat tempered the 
triumphalism of liberation and unification, and Serbian disabled veterans 
were less interested in celebrating the war years than most other veterans’ 
and patriotic associations. Thus, for example, in 1928, during the decen- 
nial celebrations of the breakthrough at Salonika and the ‘liberation and 
unification’ of Yugoslavia, the disabled veterans asked that the official 
celebrations be held ‘in the correct way’, which meant not a glorification 
of war, but rather an acknowledgement of the terribly high human cost of 
the victory. Yet even in spite of this ‘weak’ commemorative spirit on the 
part of the Serbian disabled veterans, it was still the case that most, if not 
all, disabled veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army would have preferred 
to remove the sense of festivity from the disabled veterans’ movement 
entirely. 

In such circumstances the disabled veterans’ movement made halting 
progress towards unification, forming a national association at the end of 
1922, following an international congress on disabled veterans held in 
Yugoslavia that summer. The central council of this ‘Association of War 
Invalids ofthe Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’ (Udruzenje ratnih 
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invalida Kraljevine Srba, Hrvata, i Slovenaca) was based in Belgrade, and 
it drew the majority of its membership from veterans of the Serbian army. 
By 1925 the unified association claimed to have a membership of about 
38,000 with branches throughout the country, making the society of 
comparable size and scope as the Association of Reserve Officers and 
Warriors. Tensions did not disappear entirely, however, and the unified 
association would continue to experience internal divisions and disagree- 
ments along the Austro-Hungarian/Serbian fault line throughout the 
1920s.^^ 

For its part, the state pondered the extent of its responsibility to 
disabled veterans, attempting to weigh this against economic scarcity 
(especially in the 1930s) and the possibility that the duty of care for 
these men could be shifted to the private sphere of the family. There 
was a shortfall between the amount of welfare that could be realistically 
delivered and the amount that disabled veterans had been promised in the 
years immediately after the war. Moreover, disabled veterans were ser- 
iously disappointed by the legislative and political paralysis that marked 
the national affairs of Yugoslavia during the 1920s. This failure was felt 
keenly by disabled veterans since the inability of the state’s political 
parties to pass new laws left them in a kind of legislative limbo, their 
status as recipients of welfare and social care undefined, or defined 
through pre-war or temporary arrangements. Their experience of 
national politics in its formative period in Yugoslavia had not been a 
positive one. 

The failures of the parliamentary system in Yugoslavia to satisfy the 
demands of this group of veterans raise certain parallels with Weimar 
Germany’s failure to deliver on assurances made to ex-soldiers during the 
1920s.^^ To be sure, Yugoslavia’s shortcomings here were not as drastic 
as those of Weimar Germany’s, nor were the consequences as dire. 
Nevertheless, state-builders were ill prepared to deal with the challenge 
presented by a large group of men (and war widows and orphans) in need 
of material and financial support. Initially generous promises about what 
would be done for the disabled veterans remained unfulfilled, and the 
disappointments these failures caused were all the more bitter because 
expectations had been raised in the first place. Yugoslavia passed two 
‘invalid laws’ in the 1920s: in 1925 and 1929. Both were met with fierce 
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criticism from the Association of War Invalids, especially the 1929 law, 
which was far less generous than its 1925 counterpart.^® The 1929 law 
also revised downwards the number of veterans eligible for social care: 
according to the new legislation there were 48,000 disabled veterans in 
Yugoslavia; the Association of War Invalids complained that official 
parsimony concealed the true figure, which was closer to 500,000.^^ 
Whatever the true figure, the inability of Yugoslavia’s welfare programme 
to satisfy disabled veterans was an important failure indeed, creating a 
large group of former soldiers disappointed with Yugoslavia’s institu- 
tions. Moreover, many war veterans saw the plight of disabled veterans 
as emblematic of the neglect they all faced in the new state. 

One of the most successful ‘invalid authors’ of the interwar period was 
Josip Pavicic, a Croat disabled veteran who wrote about his experiences as a 
disabled veteran in Yugoslavia in the interwar period. Pavicic had been 
called up by the Austro-Hungarian army in 1915 at the age of twenty and 
lost a leg fighting in Galicia, in 1917. Pavicic had visited many of the 
mainstays of disabled veteran life in the 1920s, staying at Ciglana, 
Brestovac, and the Holy Spirit, where he worked briefly as a support 
teacher. In 1 928, he graduated from the law faculty in Zagreb and went 
on to work as a civil servant until his retirement in 1 939.^® Yet Pavicic never 
escaped from his status as a disabled veteran, and his experiences in what he 
called the ‘invalid catacombs’ of Yugoslavia made an indelible mark on 
him. Pavicic wrote about his debilitating sense of an ‘invalid identity’ in 
short stories, which he started to publish in 1 93 1 . In these stories the end of 
the war was depicted ironically, as the beginning of a new phase of agony: 

And so began the roaming down tortuous paths of the invalid catacombs, from 
hospitals to the invalid barracks at Ciglana [...], from the barracks to the invalid 
home at the Holy Spirit, ending at last in the sanatorium for invalids with 
tuberculosis on Sljeme.^® 

Pavicic did not equate this common sense of suffering with any kind of 
post-war camaraderie, however: there was no ‘trenchocracy’ that could 
bind disabled veterans together. Instead, the ‘invalid’ experience was one 
of isolation and ultimately death, often by suicide. It was a process that 
Pavicic referred to as ‘silent liquidation’. The bitter irony of the invalid 
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question stemmed from the fact that whilst in the immediate post-war 
period these men were encouraged to hope for so much, by the end of the 
1920s they were ‘silently liquidated’, empty-handed and long forgotten 
by the very people who had sworn to help them. Pavicic was very explicit 
about this when he wrote a new preface to his short stories in 1946. 
Speaking of his experiences in the interwar period, he remarked. 

Those were difficult days[. . .]Whilst the system concealed the tragedy with end- 
less solutions to the ‘invalid question’, the problem was resolving itself - with 
alcohol, with the tuberculosis bacillus, with a bullet, a knife, with poison [. . .] And 
ten years later, whilst the ‘invalid question’ was still filling up sheets of paper, it 
had in reality resolved itself long ago.'^° 

As Robert Whalen has noted in his study of German veterans of the 
Great War, citing Freud, the antithesis of heroism is melancholia,^^ and 
by 1930, in Yugoslavia as in Germany, this appears to be the prevalent 
mood amongst the associations of disabled veterans. Pavicic wrote these 
words immediately after a new war had produced a new generation of 
veterans, disabled and otherwise, in Yugoslavia. Pavicic had reworked his 
stories, adding four new tales about the Partisans and the anti-fascist 
struggle and renaming the collection In Red Letters. It was to be the final 
chapter in what had proven to be a long and difficult publication history. 
The ten stories of invalid life in interwar Yugoslavia had originally been 
published under the title Memento in 1937, only to be withdrawn and 
pulped after two weeks, banned by the royal regime of Prince Paul. In 
1946, Pavicic, now with the socialists, wrote of how ‘Those [invalid] 
masses were for the capitalist order too much of an encumbrance, ballast 
which needed to be cast away so as not to hamper the rise of their balloon. 
And so the ballast was cast away.’^^ 



Yugoslav warriors: the Union ofVolunteers 

Concerns about post-war disunity and the deleterious effect of party 
politics on national life also prevailed in the ‘Union of Volunteers’ 
(Saves dobrovoljaca), an association formed by South Slavs of all nation- 
alities that had served or fought in the Serbian army’s volunteer divisions 
during the wars."^^ In Yugoslavia, the volunteers would assume a 
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prominence in the culture of liberation and unification that belied their 
wartime contribution (which, in military terms, was quite negligible). 
Volunteers were vaunted by many as proof that liberation and unification 
was not merely a Serbian affair. To celebrate the volunteer sacrifice was to 
celebrate a more inclusive culture of victory, one that encompassed not 
just Serbians but all South Slavs; one that lauded all three of the ‘tri- 
nominal’ peoples for their support for liberation and unification. It was a 
means of breaching the Serbian/Austro-Hungarian gulf that divided 
veterans in Yugoslavia. 

Naturally, the volunteers were favoured by Alexander as an important 
symbol of his drive to ‘Yugoslavize’ the country after 1929. This was 
reciprocal: the Union of Volunteers compared Alexander’s suspension of 
party politics to Jesus ejecting the money lenders from the temple, 
describing the state as a ‘national church’. But for many others in 
Yugoslavia, the volunteers provided a potent part of the liberation and 
unification myth: they were looked upon as evidence that in the midst of 
war South Slavs of all three tribes, from Austria-Hungary and Serbia, had 
fought together for the final victory. The most prominent figures in the 
volunteer movement in the interwar period were great examples of 
‘Yugoslav warriors’, Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes whose sacrifice showed 
how liberation and unification could transcend tribal distinctions and 
contentious wartime histories. This was also a regional phenomenon, 
for where no national army had existed before 1918, as had been the 
case throughout the successor states of eastern and central Europe, the 
volunteer served as a potent symbol of the Allied victory, a national hero 
par excellence, a warrior at the vanguard of the anti-imperial struggle, 
ready to fight in a national army even when a national state was still not 
formed. The volunteers themselves considered their wartime sacrifice to 
be a prominent part of the new state’s culture, a foundational stone that 
could instruct and inspire future generations of South Slavs. 

Like the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, then, the Union 
of Volunteers was a patriotic and festive association whose aims were to 
commemorate the war to support the welfare claims of veterans and their 
families. The association’s expansion during the 1 920s was similar to that 
of the reserve officers, starting small, but rapidly expanding to a national 
association through a network of interlinked branches. Thus, just a few 
hundred people attended the first meeting of the Union of Volunteers, 
held in Sarajevo at the end of 1919, whereas the annual congress of 1922, 
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in Belgrade, was attended by 7,000 delegates, and the union, now perma- 
nently based in the Serbian capital, had by this stage branches in Sarajevo, 
Zagreb, Split, Novi Sad, Ljubljana, and Cetinje.^® 

The union’s intentions were presented to the public in the 
Memorandum of the Union of Volunteers (1923), a kind of volunteer man- 
ifesto in which the union called for the state’s subjects to look upon its 
members as avatars of the new Yugoslav culture. It reminded the public of 
the important military, political, and moral dimensions of the wartime 
sacrifice, and especially of the volunteer sacrifice. The language was fired 
up by the disappointments of the new state, for already the country’s 
political and social problems had disillusioned many veterans, as we have 
seen, and the volunteers were no different. The memorandum spoke in 
strident terms about how the high ideals of the war remained unrealized in 
the new state, about how its members, who had contributed so much to 
the defeat of Austria-Hungary, were now socially inferior to those who 
had fought /or the Habsburgs. ‘Decadence, corruption, and egoism’ were 
more frequent now than ‘love for the fatherland’,^^ the moral component 
that volunteers had provided during the war was sorely lacking in the new 
state. The state’s leaders could restore this component, and simulta- 
neously meet the welfare and patriotic concerns of the volunteers, by 
establishing volunteer colonies on the northern frontier of the country, 
from the border with Romania in the Banat to Varazdin, in Slavonia. Such 
a move would alloy the South Slav population of these territories with a 
powerfully patriotic and unitary component. The ‘super-patriots’ of the 
Union of Volunteers intended to hold the Belgrade government to war- 
time promises of land for those who volunteered to fight for the Allies. It 
was, as we shall see, more than just a militant utopia. 

The outstanding figure of the Union of Volunteers was Captain Lujo 
Lovric, who was also, arguably, the outstanding figure of the interwar 
veterans’ movement in Yugoslavia. And he was truly remarkable, a kind 
of composite figure who embodied all the fissures and fault lines of the 
South Slav wartime generation. A Croat from Bakar, a student influenced 
by Frano Supilo and the pro-Yugoslav newspaper Novi list, he started the 
war as a reluctant reserve officer of the Austro-Hungarian army but ended 
up in the uniform of a Serbian infantry captain.^® Lovric had deserted the 
empire in Galicia and thereafter volunteered for the Serbian army, dis- 
tinguishing himself fighting with the First Serbian Volunteer Division at 
the Battle of Dobruja in 1916 (see below). Indeed, there were few 
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Serbians who had sacrificed as much and fought with such distinction for 
liberation and unification as this Croat, who held some of the highest 
honours the Serbian army bestowed upon its soldiers. A bullet to the 
temple from enemy fire permanently blinded Lovric, but did not stop him 
from becoming a prolific writer (he learnt Braille during the war, at Saint 
Dunstan’s School for the Blind in England) and a prominent veteran 
activist after 1918. He attended official ceremonies both at home and 
abroad in full uniform, adorned in medals, and wearing his signature dark 
glasses. 

Lovric’s veteran ‘identities’ were many, and varied: conscript, volunteer, 
Habsburg Croat, knight of the Serbian army, disabled veteran. He was 
every inch the Yugoslav warrior, and his loyalty to the South Slav state was 
unwavering. Lovric thus became a kind of veteran ‘celebrity’ in interwar 
Yugoslavia^ he met several times with King Alexander, and even, in Berlin 
in 1937, with Adolf Hitler. Lovric seemed to be the keystone which could 
hold together the disparate parts of the South Slav wartime generation, for 
he brought together all the separate fragments of the wartime experience: 
he served in both the Austro-Hungarian and Serbian armies; he was a 
Croat, but nevertheless a Serbian hero; he was disabled and yet remarkably 
active (thus undermining the notion of a ‘passive invalid’ cultivated so 
assiduously by the Association of War Invalids and the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors). That Lovric became emblematic of the 
volunteer sacrifice is evidence of the strenuous efforts in some quarters to 
create a binding and positive wartime myth that could encompass all South 
Slavs. And these were efforts that would continue, to a greater or lesser 
extent, throughout the interwar period. 

From 1928 onwards Lovric served as president of the Union of 
Volunteers, beginning a spell of great activity and prominence for the 
association, both at home and abroad. It was Lovric who linked the Union 
of Volunteers to the international veterans’ movement, joining the 
Federation of Inter- Allied Veterans (FID AC) soon after his presidency 
began. The affiliation of the Union of Volunteers with FIDAC further 
‘proved’ the pro-Allied sympathies of all South Slavs, since the Union of 
Volunteers was apparently a full-fledged ‘Yugoslav’ association whose 
membership bridged the Serbian/ Austro-Hungarian divide and was com- 
posed of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. There was no finer symbol of this 
than Lovric himself, a Croat from the Habsburg lands who had sacrificed 
so much for the Allied victory and for the liberation and unification of his 
homeland. 

Like the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, the volunteers 
had their monuments and their days of celebration and mourning. Of 
their monuments, most notable was the pyramid ossuary marking the 
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‘Battle of Dobruja’, the volunteer ‘epic’ of 1916. The Battle of Dobruja 
had taken place in the second half of 1916, when the First Serbian 
Volunteer Division fought on the flanks of the Romanian army against 
Bulgaria. The battle itself was not a success: Romanian and South Slav 
troops failed to capture their objective despite numerous and, in terms of 
casualties, costly assaults. After the final retreat, 2,600 soldiers of the 
First Serbian Volunteer Division had been killed or were missing, with 
over 7,000 wounded.^® The defeat had an adverse effect on discipline and 
morale within the volunteer movement, as did the revolutionary changes 
taking place in Russia at the time. The corps’ Serbian officers, responsible 
for maintaining the fighting efficiency of the units, resorted to force to 
restore order amongst the volunteers. On 23 October 1916, three units 
revolted against ‘Serbian terror’. In quelling the mutiny, Serbian soldiers 
shot dead thirteen Croat volunteers. Josip Horvat, the Croat publicist 
who served in the Austro-Hungarian army and spent much of the war in 
Russian captivity, would later write of how the volunteer movement 
revealed in embryonic form many of the problems that would plague 
the first Yugoslavia, claiming that ‘the mistakes and the fallacies began 
in Russia’. 

Such omens were ignored in the interwar period: the disappointments 
on the battlefield and the unedifying aftermath of Dobruja were virtually 
erased from the record after 1918. The Battle of Dobruja, like the volun- 
teer movement, lent itself to mythologization: it became the most impor- 
tant symbol of the volunteer sacrifice in the interwar period. From 1926 
onwards the Union of Volunteers organized an annual pilgrimage to 
Dobruja to commemorate the anniversary of the battle. Stevan 
Hadzic, the White Hander who had commanded the First Serbian 
Volunteer Division, also presided over the committee for raising a monu- 
ment to the volunteers who died at Dobruja. The pyramid ossuary was 
unveiled in 1926 and located near the site of the battlefield (after 1918 in 
Romania); it housed the remains of the thousands of volunteers killed in 
service, and was paid for by the state and by the Union of Volunteers. 
According to Hadzic, Dobruja was the place ‘where all three brothers, 
Serb, Croat, and Slovene, fought for the first time shoulder to shoulder 
for liberation and unification’.®^ The Dobruja celebrations received much 
official patronage, too. In the 1930s, Alexander would frequently court 
the Union of Volunteers and attend their celebrations: Lujo Lovric and 
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the Battle of Dobruja were precisely the kind of symbols useful to the king 
in shoring up his Yugoslavizing dictatorship. 

Along with lapidary monuments, there were literary monuments, too, 
for volunteers produced a minor genre of memoirs and fiction, akin to the 
canon of legionnaire literature so popular in Czechoslovakia. These were 
works such as Dane Hranilovic’s From the Notes of a Yugoslav Volunteer 
(1922), Ante Kovac’s Impressions of an Epoch (1923), and Slavko Diklic’s 
Travel Notes of a Yugoslav Volunteer: From Dobruja to Salonika via the Far 
East (1932) and Before the Storm: A Novel about the Yugoslav War 
Volunteers in Russia (1932) - stories that featured Russian maidens, 
dashing Cossacks, and other exotic souvenirs picked up in the east. It 
was a convention of this genre to overstate support for the Yugoslav idea 
and cause during the war years - as if all South Slavs had shared the zeal of 
this small group of Yugoslav warriors - and to express a Whiggish con- 
fidence in the final victory for liberation and unification. There was also a 
prevailing didacticism: volunteer authors spoke in sententious tones 
about the perils of Bolshevism, witnessed by them first-hand (like the 
Czech legionaries, the South Slav volunteers detested communism); and 
they hectored their readers about the failure of civilian politics in the post- 
war period, pointing to the ill treatment of volunteers and other veterans 
by way of illustration. Lovric himself produced two volumes about his 
wartime experiences. Tears of Autumn (1922) and Through Snow and Fog 
(1923), but abandoned a third volume, putatively titled Return in Spring, 
which would have dealt with the hardships faced by veterans in 
Yugoslavia after 1918. Lovric claimed (plausibly) that this highly critical 
account of the state’s politics would not have made it past the censors. 

The mythologization of the wartime volunteer movement was, then, an 
alternative strategy for breaching the gulf caused by the legacy of the war 
in Yugoslavia; one that differed from that of the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors. Like the disabled veterans, the volunteers occu- 
pied a middle ground between the Austro-Hungarian and Serbian con- 
tingents of the wartime generation: straddling both but belonging to 
neither. This, however, was a positively charged space, for volunteers 
were clearly part of Yugoslavia’s culture of victory. 

And yet on closer inspection the volunteer ‘myth’ barely papered over 
the fault lines within the association itself; the facts were that non-Serbs 
were seriously under-represented among the volunteers, that the move- 
ment itself, both now and during the war, was wracked by controversies 
and conflicts, and that it had apparently succumbed to the corruption that 
was rife in national life during the interwar period. Even within the 
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volunteer movement itself, veterans such as Lovric were unusual, part of 
an articulate and literate minority (mainly reserve officers educated in 
Austria-Hungary’s gymnasia and universities) that defined the volunteer 
legacy in the interwar period by promoting their own experiences at the 
expense of others, just as the British war poets had projected their own 
experiences of combat onto popular perceptions of the Great War in 
Britain. The South Slav volunteer movement, like the South Slav veter- 
ans’ movement itself, was in reality deeply divided. 



Internal colonization: South Slav volunteers 

The volunteers, along with other veterans of the Serbian army, were 
promised tracts of land in the post-war programme of land reform, and 
many volunteers saw participation in the programme of internal coloniza- 
tion as both a patriotic duty and a reward for their wartime sacrifice. Many 
volunteers sought land in the territories of the Vojvodina: Srem, Backa, 
and the Banat, on the northern border of the South Slav state (a large 
number of South Slav volunteers were actually Habsburg Serbs who 
hailed from these regions in the first place), lands in which state- 
builders felt that ethnic Germans and Hungarians diluted the national 
component.^® In the short term, the franchise could be wielded against 
these groups: in the elections to the constituent assembly in 1920, 
Yugoslavia’s German and Hungarian minorities were denied the right 
to vote. In the long term, colonization could serve as a means of welding 
the regions to the new state. These regions were in most respects more 
hospitable than other lands marked for internal colonization (e.g. in the 
south, in Kosovo and Macedonia) . The Habsburgs had bequeathed to the 
region a functioning bureaucracy, and infrastructure such as roads, hos- 
pitals, and schools were in place. Suitably named colonist settlements 
appeared in these regions in the years after the war: Vojvoda Stepa, 
Karadjordjevo, Hajducica, Aleksandrovo, evidence that some inroads 
into the regime’s grandiose plans for nationalization had been made. 

But, as we saw in Chapter 3, there were many problems with the 
programme of internal colonization. The volunteers, whatever their cre- 
dentials as national heroes, were not necessarily capable agrarians, and 
were often ill-equipped to work the land they had received from the 
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government. Here the two goals of the land reform/colonization pro- 
grammes collided: on the one hand, the regime’s desire to nationalize 
newly associated territories, i.e. to populate them with loyal South Slavs 
such as volunteers and veterans, and on the other hand the urgent need to 
create a viable national agrarian economy by giving land to people who 
were qualified to till it. Yugoslavia, after all, had a predominantly peasant 
economy, its economic well-being depended more than anything else on a 
functioning, profitable agrarian sector. Volunteers, for their part, believed 
that the advantages of nationalizing the territory were of overriding 
importance, and that it should not matter whether applicants were qua- 
lified to work the land or not.^^ 

As was the case in the ‘classical south’, the distribution of land to 
veterans was frequently determined by party political concerns, ‘partisan- 
ship’ reared its head in the north as well as the south. The Radicals in 
particular are distinguished amongst Yugoslavia’s political parties for the 
willingness to use internal colonization as a means of currying political 
patronage. The volunteers did have some prominent supporters in party 
politics, and especially amongst the Radicals. Milan Srskic, for example, 
who was himself a volunteer veteran, and who made contact with the 
union during its formative days in Sarajevo, remained a vocal supporter of 
the volunteer cause in parliament until his death in 1937.^® Nevertheless, 
the party line continued to be one of graft where the land reform and 
colonization policies were in question. And partisanship further under- 
mined the legitimacy of the parliamentary system in the eyes of volun- 
teers, since it suggested that the great nationalizing drive could be stalled 
or even abandoned should political factors interfere, and that rewarding 
the volunteer sacrifice for liberation and unification was subordinate to 
political deal-making. For many volunteers, this was exemplary of how 
their wartime sacrifice could be bargained away by the state’s politicians, 
and frustrations with the regime and its approach to colonization were 
already being expressed as early as the middle of 1919.^^ Soon, those 
frustrations would be compounded by the perceived failures of other 
ministries and government organs to deliver adequate welfare to veterans 
and volunteers. The compact between the state’s institutions and its 
volunteer veterans was in bad shape, and it was getting worse. 

Perhaps most galling for the volunteers was that political corruption 
and partisanship had somehow found its way into the ranks of their own 
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association. In order to qualify for the land allowance, a volunteer needed 
to produce a ‘certificate of verification’ proving his status. These, under- 
standably, were sought-after documents, and it was hard to say for sure 
whether someone’s claim to have fought or served as a volunteer was 
genuine or fraudulent. Unlike, for example, disabled veterans, most 
volunteers bore no physical marks of their status. The Union of 
Volunteers, whose leaders hoped to act as mediators between the state 
and volunteers, jealously guarded entrance into the association, hoping to 
ensure that only bona fide volunteers could join their association and avail 
themselves of the privileges to which volunteers were entitled. 

Yet the union’s scruples on the question of volunteer status were 
undermined by the chaos and, more importantly, the corruption of the 
issuing of volunteer verification certificates and of volunteer colonization. 
Radical party graft was present here, too: their members’ fingerprints 
could be found all over the verification certificates. By 1926, the 
Ministry of Social Policy had handed out 39,526 certificates of verifica- 
tion, even though, according to the Ministry of the Army and Navy, there 
had only been 26,817 volunteers at Salonika during the war.®° As Pero 
Slijepcevic put it in an article in 1925, 

The volunteer movement today, several years after liberation, does not look 
pleasant at all. It has been hijacked by various forms of speculation and misuse 
[. . .] Underhanded speculators are bartering with the volunteer title as they do 
with all other things. It is said that three times as many certificates [of volunteer 
verification] have been printed than there are volunteers in total. The guiltiest for 
this are those mean-minded party affiliates and the unquenchable hunger of our 
gentlemen. The true volunteers are the greatest losers, both morally and materi- 
ally, of these misuses.®' 

The Radicals had already demonstrated that land reform was not so 
much a means of rewarding veterans as it was a means of generating 
political capital. This was anathema to the Yugoslav warriors of the 
Union of Volunteers, to whom it seemed that colonization was useful to 
the Radicals only in so far as they could garner more votes or reward the 
party faithful; and the volunteers were, after all, avowedly ‘apolitical’. 
Once again, volunteers, like the Association of Reserve Officers and 
Warriors, found politics per se to be at fault. Volunteer memoirs and 
publications of the 1920s are coloured by the same kind of complaints 
as made by Slijepcevic in the article above. Thus, the author Ante 
Kovac, a Croatian Serb who fought in the volunteer divisions during 
the war, wrote in his memoirs of how ‘[0]ur country today is a sinecure 
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for politicians as serious as pickled cucumbers’, the prosperity of the 
state was like ‘Columbus’ egg’, after five years true unity was still 
proving elusive, ‘therefore we are tremendously nervous and frac- 
tious’.®^ Indeed, as Dane Hranilovic, another volunteer author, pointed 
out, the formation of the Union of Volunteers was in itself a response to 
the failures of the South Slav state’s political institutions to deliver on 
their wartime promises.®^ 



Conclusion 

At the end of 1922, disabled veterans and volunteers, as well as members 
of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, protested against the 
government outside the national parliament in Belgrade.®^ It was a much 
publicized show of discontent that came soon after the decennial celebra- 
tions of the Battle of Kumanovo, the Serbian army’s first victory against 
the Ottomans in the first Balkan war. The initiative for action came from 
the disabled veterans; their demand was for a law, passed immediately. 
Their demonstration gained momentum during November when the 
volunteers as well as some civil servants joined the protest. By 
December, about 6,000 disabled veterans, volunteers, and civil servants 
had gathered outside the parliament building; it was a large public display 
that coincided with the celebrations of the unification of the South Slav 
state, on 1 December. 

The coincidence was a cause of disunity amongst the protestors. 
There was at least a hint of festivity amongst volunteers and disabled 
veterans of the Serbian army, who wanted to celebrate their sacrifice 
and victory for liberation and unification and protest against the state at 
the same time. For them, these two aspects of the protest were related: 
it was precisely because the state was neglecting its war heroes that 
they had come out onto the streets to protest. The disabled veterans 
of the Austro-Hungarian army, on the other hand complained about 
how some participants were more concerned with ‘cinemas and 
concerts’ than with ‘the empty stomachs of invalids’.®^ For the 
Austro-Hungarian veterans, any sense of commemoration or refer- 
ences to the war years would lead them back to the hostility and 
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prejudices they had experienced at the hands of the state’s bureaucrats 
and administrators, who had been quick to identify the Austro- 
Hungarian veterans as soldiers of a defeated enemy. It was better for 
them to reduce the volunteer and invalid questions to their lowest 
common denominator: that they were all victims in the new state and 
as such shared the same fate. The threshold was far too low for many 
disabled veterans of the Serbian army and for most volunteers, who did 
not consider themselves victims as such, but rather victors whose 
sacrifice had thus far been unredeemed in the new state. 

The problem was insoluble, and it marred concerted action by the 
volunteers and disabled veterans throughout the interwar period. It 
was no consolation to any party that, in the event, their demonstra- 
tion of 1922 failed not because of disunity within their own ranks 
but because of dysfunction within the parliament. At the end of 
December, Pasic dissolved his government and called new elections 
for the following spring. No legislation would be passed by this 
government: the veterans had wasted their time and efforts. The 
announcement was greeted with angry jeers by disabled veterans in 
the parliament building, who heckled deputies with cries of ‘For 
shame!’, ‘National bloodsuckers!’, and ‘We will be waiting for you 
with sticks when you reconvene!’®® 

The protests were a microcosm of the problems that the disabled 
veterans and volunteers faced during the 1 920s. Agreement on the mean- 
ing of the war was not forthcoming: liberation and unification seemed to 
provide a suitable vocabulary to make demands upon the moral con- 
science of the state, but it also undermined the unity of the veterans. It 
was certainly not to the liking of Austro-Hungarian veterans, who did not 
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feel part of the state’s culture of victory. And yet without reference to the 
war victory Austro-Hungarian veterans opened themselves up to accusa- 
tions of having fought for a defeated enemy, an enemy of Yugoslavia and 
the Yugoslav idea. The disabled veterans were also clearly at loggerheads 
with the national politics of the new state, which had, they felt, failed to 
take care of them since 1918. And despite official patronage and public 
exaltation, the volunteers also felt wronged by the state. The chaos and 
corruption of the state’s programme of internal colonization seemed to be 
representative of the more general chaos and corruption of Yugoslavia 
and its politics. The state’s ‘deal’ with its veterans was visibly and dama- 
gingly coming undone. 
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Introduction 

From 1929 to 1934, Alexander used authoritarian means in an attempt to 
forge the (Yugoslav) national unity that had so far been lacking in the 
South Slav state. The parliamentary system had failed to cultivate 
‘national oneness’ through representative politics; Alexander would 
impose it upon Yugoslavia and its subjects by taking control of all state 
apparatuses. Under the terms of the dictatorship, only officially sanc- 
tioned ‘Yugoslav’ parties, associations, and press were permitted; the 
police, the gendarmerie, and the army heavily enforced these new stric- 
tures.' The general sense that the period of parliamentary rule had been a 
failure meant that initially Alexander’s coup d’etat received support 
throughout the country. The subjects of Yugoslavia were by and large 
relieved that Alexander had delivered the country from a faltering system; 
their welcoming of the dictatorship says more about the political failures 
of the 1920s than it does about genuine support for the king and his 
authoritarian rule. Few mourned the passing of the Vidovdan 
Constitution and the parliamentary system it had created; Alexander’s 
proposed tabula rasa could, it was hoped, restate the unification in more 
favourable terms. Such hopes were further buoyed in the first months of 
the royal dictatorship, which were characterized by a zeal for reform as 
Alexander sought to capitalize on the new spirit of enthusiasm, and also 
sought to distinguish the vigour of his personal rule from the political 
inertia that had preceded it.^ 

The shift to an authoritarian system, which turned out to be perma- 
nent, was of course a fundamental change in the political structure of the 



^ Christian Axboe Nielsen, Making Yugoslavs: Identity in King Aleksandar’s Yugoslavia 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014) and by the same author ‘Policing 
Yugoslavism: Surveillance, Denunciations, and Ideology during King Alexander’s 
Dictatorship, 1929-1934’ , East European Politics and Societies, 23/1 (Febuary 2009). 

^ Joseph Rothschild, East Central Europe between the Two World Wars (Seattle and London: 
University of Washington Press, 1983), 237. 
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South Slav state, and a significant departure from the model adopted (at 
least in principle) at the end of the First World War. It was also a 
significant departure from the Franco-British style of constitutional par- 
liamentarianism towards which Yugoslavia, and other states in the region, 
had aspired. It was therefore important for Alexander to evoke the war- 
time culture of victory, especially its international aspect, as a means of 
emphasizing his country’s continuing loyalty to the Franco-British post- 
war settlement and its continued membership in the community of ‘victor 
states’ in interwar Europe. 

Veterans’ and patriotic associations such as the Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors, the Union of Volunteers, and National Defence 
were thus important to Alexander, and they, in turn, were amongst 
Alexander’s most reliable pillars of support, since they saw Alexander’s 
dictatorship as a means of realizing the values for which they had fought 
during the war. They had, as we have seen, uniformly supported the 
coming of the dictatorship, seeing in it the path towards the ‘unification’ 
of all South Slavs, a cause for which they had fought during the war years. 
Alexander could now turn to these associations in order to shore up 
support for his regime, both at home and abroad. This chapter tells the 
story of veterans’ and patriotic associations both during the period of 
Alexander’s dictatorship and in the latter half of the 1930s. The support 
that veterans gave Alexander’s dictatorship in the first half of the decade 
died with the king himself: the second half of the decade marks a return to 
the antagonistic relationship between veterans’ and patriotic associations 
and the state’s leaders. As Europe and Yugoslavia drifted into renewed 
conflict, many veterans were forced to re-examine the meaning of their 
wartime sacrifice and to consider whose side they would take in the new 
world war. This chapter shows the way in which individuals and associa- 
tions analysed in the previous chapters remobilized for war in 1941. 



Veterans’ and patriotic associations under 
the dictatorship 

Alexander exerted absolute authority over patriotic and veterans’ associa- 
tions during his dictatorship, and was quick to dissolve those of no use 
to him. Thus, the king disbanded both the Organization of Yugoslav 
Nationalists (ORJUNA) and the Serbian Nationalist Youth (SRNAO), 
the former in spite of its members’ demonstrable support for the king 
himself, for his dictatorship, and for the ideology of unitary Yugoslavism. 
These associations were of little use to the king and his regime because they 
were too freighted with the divisions of the past and too closely associated 
with political parties that had failed the South Slavs during the 1920s. 
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Alexander also dissolved the Association of Serbian Chetniks Petar 
Mrkonjic. It was a move that the association’s members virulently pro- 
tested, writing to the king and insisting that they had fought for ‘Great 
Yugoslavia’ since 1918 and had been fierce opponents of party politics.^ 
And so they had, but the Mrkonjic Chetniks were too tainted by their 
association with Punisa Racic and were too closely connected to the 
Radical Party. The king preferred instead a single, unified group, the 
Association of Chetniks (Udruzenje cetnika), whose activities were to be 
restricted to taking part in the commemoration and celebration of libera- 
tion and unification (they were, for example, no longer permitted to carry 
arms). At least until around 1933, the activities of this legal Chetnik 
association focused on commemoration of the Toplica Uprising of 
1917.^ In any case, the Chetniks had always treated commemoration of 
the war years as a means of territorializing the state: monuments in south 
Serbia and parades in Bosnia were intended to project the values of 
Serbia’s war victory into newly associated lands, to remind the state’s 
subjects that they owed their freedom to the sacrifices of the Serbian 
wartime generation. The association’s two presidents in the 1930s were 
both veterans of the doomed revolt: Ilija Bircanin (Chetnik president 
during 1929-1932), and Kosta Pecanac (1932-1944). The two rival 
guerrilla leaders were drifting further apart from one another during the 
1930s, and Bircanin would eventually take the presidency of National 
Defence (in 1932, see below), leaving the Association of Chetniks to 
become Pecanac’s personal fiefdom.^ Whilst Bircanin remained a man 
of staunch pro-Allied sympathies, Pecanac was drifting ever further to the 
political right in Serbia. 

Along with the reserve officers, the volunteers, and the Chetniks, 
Alexander also bestowed his patronage on the Sokol (Falcon) movement, 
the network of gymnastic associations whose heritage went back to the 
anti-Habsburg struggle of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.® 
The Sokol had its share of hard cases, too, but Alexander had no need of 



^ AT 74-233-39. On the dissolution of the Mrkonjic Chetniks in the Croat lands, see HDA 
1354-15. 

See AJ 38-354-502. 

^ One of the matters on which Pecanac and Bircanin differed was the terms of Chetnik 
membership. Pecanac wanted to open the association’s ageing membership to younger, 
non-combatant members, hoping in this way both to revitalize the association and to pass 
the Chetnik flame on to the ‘post-war’ generation. The attempt was not an unmitigated 
success; see Nusret Sehic, Cetnistvo u Bosni i Hercegovini (1918—1941): politicka uloga 
i oblici djelatnosti cemitkih udruzenja (Sarajevo: Akademija nauka i umjetnosti Bosne 
i Hercegovine, 1971), 59. 

® Nikola Zutic, Sokoli, Ideologija ufizi&koj kulturi Kmljevine Jugoslavije 1929-1941 (Belgrade: 
Angrotrade, 1991). 
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them, just like he had no need for private militias like ORJUNA, SRNAO, 
and the Chetniks. The king had at his disposal the many apparatuses of 
state power, the police, the army, the gendarmerie; ' what he needed were 
groups such as the reserve officers and the volunteers, and individuals 
such as Lujo Lovric, to help bestow credibility upon his dictatorship. 

It is important to note that the volunteers and the other patriotic 
associations which played a role in shoring up Alexander’s dictatorship 
were not simply unwitting stooges of the royal regime. They were useful 
to the king precisely because they shared his desire to elevate the state 
beyond the divisions of the past (divisions which had frequently been 
attributed to the party politics that Alexander had swept away), to unify 
the South Slavs into a political and, perhaps more importantly, cultural 
whole. Lujo Lovric, as we shall see, was a genuine supporter of Yugoslavia 
who understood perfectly what Alexander intended for the state and was 
wholeheartedly in favour. Likewise, the Union of Volunteers continued to 
celebrate Alexander and support the aims of his dictatorship, as would the 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors. 



National Defence: (re-)constructing the wartime 
generation 

The members of National Defence were also supportive of the king’s 
dictatorship, and saw for themselves an important role in the realization 
of Alexander’s Yugoslav programme. There had been an evolution in the 
ideology of National Defence: starting out as a patriotic association whose 
criticisms of the new state were fairly abstract, its identification of parlia- 
mentary politics as a problem per se became more focused during and 
after the political crisis of 1924-1925. Thereafter the calls of its member- 
ship in favour of dictatorship could be heard in ever greater volume, and 
especially after the killings in parliament in 1928. National Defence thus 
gave unreserved support to Alexander when he promulgated his dictator- 
ship. Like Alexander, National Defence hoped that eventually a 
‘Yugoslav type’ would supplant Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs.® Under 
the presidency of Stepa Stepanovic (1926-1929), National Defence had 
sailed wide of party political engagements, the better to preserve the 
purity of its ‘cultural mission’, i.e. the inculcation of a Yugoslav national 
spirit in the state’s subjects. But the promulgation of the dictatorship 
virtually coincided with the death of Stepanovic, and by 1932 the pre- 
sidency had passed to Ilija Bircanin, the former guerrilla leader who had 
served as a leader of the post-war Chetnik association and as a prominent 



See Nielsen, Making Yugoslavs. 
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supporter of ORJUNA. Bircanin’s tenure (which lasted until the outbreak 
of the war in 1 94 1 ) marked a more activist approach to national life on the 
part of the association. 

With the bane of parliamentary politics removed, the association could 
work all the more effectively towards an authentic Yugoslav ‘spiritual 
unity’ to replace existing ‘tribal, provincial, and local mentalities’ fostered 
in large part by party politics. National Defence intended to help 
Alexander impose unity on his subjects. The new spiritual unity of 
which National Defence spoke was to be based on Serbia’s pre-war 
national revolutionary traditions (to which the association, in its pre- 
war incarnation, claimed a heritage) and on the sacrifices of 1912- 
1918. According to National Defence, it was precisely because the 
wartime generation played an insufficiently prominent role in national 
life during the 1920s that the state had floundered through a desultory 
period of parliamentarianism; precisely the neglect of the traditions of 
liberation and unification that had led the South Slavs to their present 
state of dis-integration.^ All this made National Defence’s programme for 
Alexander’s new epoch look decidedly like Great Serbianism cloaked in a 
Yugoslav mantle - which it certainly was. The more National Defence 
strived for a better Yugoslav future, the more rooted that future became in 
Serbia’s pre-war and wartime past - and especially Serbia’s national- 
revolutionary struggle against the Ottomans and the Habsburgs - the 
more it reinforced the divisions of the past. 

In addition to joining the chorus of complaints about ‘tribal’ divisions 
caused by political ‘partisanship’. National Defence added new notes to 
the post-war lament. The association was now also concerned about 
‘intra-tribal’ divisions, that is, divisions within Serbdom itself, and with 
the ever greater detachment of the (Serbian) wartime generation from a 
younger generation of Yugoslavs. On the former point, it was clear to 
National Defence that the Serbs had been divided, politically and cultu- 
rally, like no other South Slav nationality since the end of the war, and the 
association was increasingly concerned about such divisions. We have 
seen that politically Serbs had been divided between the ideologies of 
‘Great Serbianism’ and ‘Yugoslavism’ since formation of the state; no 
matter that these ideologies amounted to the same thing in the eyes of 
many non-Serbs: they had been the cause of division amongst Serbs 



Ibid., 25 May 1930. National Defence’s claims about the absence of war traditions and of 
the wartime generation from national life sound rather unconvincing given the centrality 
of liberation and unification in the interwar state, but it must be remembered that many 
veterans, and especially Serbian veterans, had repeatedly complained about their neglect 
since 1918. 

“ Ibid., 26 July 1930. 
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throughout the 1 920s. Indeed, it had seemed at times that the existence of 
the very state was bound up in the conflicts between the Radicals and the 
Democrats (e.g. during 1924). The members of National Defence knew 
all this only too well, since their association’s membership had overlapped 
signiflcantly with the competing Chetnik associations of the 1920s and 
with ORJUNA and SRNAO. 

In the face of this division National Defence harked back to the exam- 
ple of pre-war Serbia, which, according to Ilija Bircanin, had been a 
‘unified and patriotic camp’ whose spirit had been dissolved but could 
also be redeemed in Yugoslavia. Serbia’s golden age shone more and 
more brilliantly as Serbian veterans became more anxious about the 
present. But again, the idealization of Serbia’s pre-war past was hardly 
new: almost since the creation of Yugoslavia, a glorious pre-war past had 
been held up against a miserable Yugoslav present, just as previously, in 
the pre-war state itself, a glorious medieval empire had been held up 
against a fallen present-day Serbia. National Defence rummaged through 
Serbia’s mythical, medieval past in search of orientation in the present. 
Thus, the association took up once again the cause of the southern 
regions, the cause of the classical Serbian lands that had preoccupied 
Serbian nationalists since the middle of the nineteenth century. Many 
prominent members of National Defence, including Bircanin himself, 
were seasoned ‘national workers’ who had invested much energy into 
the state-building projects in the southern regions. And it was no coin- 
cidence that National Defence held its first congress after the promulga- 
tion of the dictatorship in Skopje (in November 1930), and thereafter 
exerted much effort promoting the Serbian cause in the South.* ^ 

Along with these concerns about lateral inter-tribal and intra-tribal 
divisions. National Defence now spoke with a sense of urgency about a 
new phenomenon: a widening gulf separating the veterans of liberation 
and unification from a ‘post-war generation’ that had come of age after 
1918 and had therefore known only the failures of Yugoslavia. This, in 
fact, was a new variation of an old refrain: the Serbian wartime generation 
had, from the beginning, spoken of the pedagogic role that veterans 
should play in the new state: teaching the new generation about the 
cause for which they had fought, imbibing a new generation of South 
Slavs with the values of liberation and unification. Now, at the beginning 
of the 1930s, National Defence reckoned that a large part of the state’s 
post-war problems had to do with the ever greater detachment of the 
wartime generation.*^ The post-war generation itself was both cause and 
effect of this problem: for those who had grown up knowing only 
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Yugoslavia were understandably jaded, and yet this generation’s lack of 
spirit would only further erode the fabric of national unity. 

Again, the answer to all of these problems was for the generation that 
had fought for liberation and unification to assert itself more prominently 
into national life. For National Defence, veterans of Serbia’s wars of 
liberation and unification would be the anchor of Yugoslavia, the bearers 
of its historical sense, its moral exemplars. In 1 934, the last months of the 
dictatorship. National Defence had published a pamphlet. The Aims of 
National Defence, intended to remind the public why the association was 
still needed. The pamphlet’s author, Bogomir Bogie, provided a short 
history of the association in both its pre-war and post-war periods, 
emphasizing its mission and its successes before 1914, successes that 
needed to be emulated in Yugoslavia. Bogie spoke in glowing terms 
about the ‘national workers’ who had fought in various capacities for 
Serbia’s national revolution before 1914, and spoke of how such people 
were needed now more than ever, given the myriad problems the state 
faced. As had been the case in the past with National Defence, the 
emphasis was on the forging of a cultural national unity. 



The reserve officers, volunteers, and the pageantry 
of dictatorship 

It was no coincidence that the first years of Alexander’s dictatorship coin- 
cided with a period of prominence for South Slav veterans on the interna- 
tional stage. As we have seen, from the beginning of the 1920s the 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors had been attached to the 
international inter-Allied veterans’ movement: the society had joined the 
Federation of Inter-Allied Veterans (FID AC) soon after the end of the war 
and its members had been regular participants in the international organi- 
zation’s annual congresses throughout the world. French and Serbian 
veterans, especially, held dear the memory of the Franco-Serbian wartime 
alliance, and French veterans (if not, by this stage, the French state itself) 
looked upon Yugoslavia as a bulwark against revisionism and Bolshevism. 
Alexander’s dictatorship was therefore an important stabilizing factor in a 
state that had seemed to be teetering. In fact, a delegation of French ancien 
combatants had been due to visit Yugoslavia in 1 928 as part of the decennial 
celebrations of the breakthrough at Salonika, a visit that had been post- 
poned due to the national crisis following the killings in parliament. 

In September 1929, just a matter of months after the promulgation of 
Alexander’s dictatorship, the South Slav veteran movement received its 
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greatest recognition on the international stage to date: FIDAC held its 
annual congress in Belgrade. For over a week the Association of Reserve 
Officers and the Union of Volunteers played host to veterans from around 
the world. The congress visited various cities throughout Yugoslavia 
(including Zagreb). At the ceremonies in Belgrade, Stanoje Stanojevic, 
professor of the University of Belgrade, gave a lecture entitled ‘Formation 
of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’, which funnelled the 
region’s history into a story of ever closer unity, culminating in ‘liberation 
and unification’ in 1 9 1 8. The ‘brilliant victories’ of the Serbian army during 
the Balkan wars meant that the state exercised an ‘irresistible attraction to 
all Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’, then ‘from the very beginning of the war, 
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes energetically and systematically had worked 
for the weakening and disorganization of Austro-Hungary’. Stanojevic 
drew his audience’s attention to the volunteer divisions and the Battle of 
Dobruja. On this topic, the presence of Lujo Lovric at the congress was 
living ‘proof of the pro-Yugoslav (and pro-Allied) stance of all South Slavs. 
Lovric also addressed the delegates, and spoke about the enthusiasm and 
multitude of ‘Yugoslav Volunteers inthe World War’. Milan Radosavljevic, 
president of the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors, gave a 
lecture entitled ‘In the Defence of Peace’, in which he spoke about the 
desire of his association to avoid future conflict (preserving peace was a 
raison d’etre of FIDAC), and duly noted the king’s ‘high patronage’ of the 
association. 

Indeed, Alexander was in attendance at many of the ceremonies in 
September, and was formally greeted by the delegates at the beginning of 
the congress.'"^ The reserve officers took the FIDAC delegates on a trip to 
Avala Mountain, outside the capital Belgrade, so that they could see how 
work was progressing on Croat sculptor Ivan Mestrovic’s Tomb of the 
Unknown Yugoslav Hero. Again, the intention of the South Slav veterans 
was to underline their entire country’s pro-Allied affiliation: thus the 
FIDAC delegates were shown how a Croat sculptor was working in 
Serbia on a monument to an unknown hero, a symbol of the Allied 
sacrifice that was recognized throughout Europe. 

The following year, at FIDAC’s next congress in Washington DC, 
Milan Radosavljevic became the first South Slav veteran to be elected as 
president of the international association. The Association of Reserve 
Officers and Warriors spoke of the ‘great honour’ that the international 
inter-Allied veterans’ movement had bestowed upon Radosavljevic and. 
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by extension, the great honour it had bestowed upon the state and its 
veterans. FID AC, in reality, dominated by its French contingent, 

had nevertheless always been careful to give the appearance of distribut- 
ing its offices evenly throughout the inter-Allied countries: its congresses 
were held throughout Europe, not only in France and Great Britain, 
but in successor states such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and 
Yugoslavia, and in the past its presidents had been Polish, Romanian, as 
well as French and British. In one sense, Radosavljevic’s election was part 
of FIDAC’s efforts to show that the association had no spiritual ‘geo- 
graphic centre’, but instead acknowledged the parity of the sacrifice of all 
former Allies during the war (and indeed, Radosavljevic’s rival for the 
presidency in 1930 was a Romanian). 

The election of a Yugoslav president, so soon after the country’s political 
crisis and the promulgation of Alexander’s dictatorship, was a timely show 
of support for the royal regime from the international veterans’ movement. 
This was a reciprocal relationship: soon after Radosavljevic’s election, in 
November 1930, a delegation of French veterans visited Yugoslavia. The 
Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors unveiled to their French 
comrades yet another Mestrovic masterwork: the Monument of Gratitude 
to France, located in the park surrounding Kalamegdan fortress in Belgrade. 
The monument featured a tall plinth topped by a large bronze female figure 
representing France surging to support Serbia during the First World War. 
The ceremonies took place on Armistice Day 1930 (which had now been 
adopted as a day of commemoration in Y ugoslavia) . Alexander himself was 
in attendance, and greeted the French delegation in the name of the 
‘Yugoslav nation’.'® The king knew that Franco-Serbian war camaraderie 
provided a reminder of the orientation of Yugoslavia, that is, towards the 
‘Western Allies’, France and Great Britain. In the early years of his dictator- 
ship, Alexander was actively courting such support, since he needed to 
demonstrate that despite the departure from constitutional and liberal 
politics, Yugoslavia itself remained firmly committed to its traditional 
allies. 

Of even greater importance to the royal regime’s self-presentation as 
pro-Allied and authentically Yugoslav were the South Slav volunteers. 
We have seen how the members of the Union of Volunteers sought to 
promote South Slav unity throughout the 1920s, often depicting their 
association’s efforts as an ongoing battle to realize ‘liberation and unifica- 
tion’, a battle which had begun, but not ended, during 1912-1918. 
Disappointed with the failures of the parliamentary system,'^ the Union 
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of Volunteers had welcomed the dictatorship precisely because of 
Alexander’s promise to deliver the Yugoslav revolution for which they 
had fought. For Alexander, the volunteers were the ideal type of Yugoslav 
warrior, supposedly unencumbered by tribal divisions and thus even 
better material than the associations of the Serbian wartime generation. 
The volunteers thus became prominent symbols of Alexander’s new 
Yugoslav programme. 

No individual had more impressive credentials as the ideal type of 
Alexander’s Yugoslav warrior than Lujo Lovric, the model of Alexander’s 
new man: an authentic Yugoslav, an activist for South Slav unification 
before the war, a deserter from the Austro-Hungarian army and a promi- 
nent exponent of South Slav unity since 1918. He was also, of course, a 
Croat, and thus offered Alexander a chance to prove that the traditions of 
‘liberation and unification’ were not simply the preserve of a single tribe but 
were rather applicable to all South Slavs. The period of Alexander’s dicta- 
torship was also the period of Lovric’s rise to fame in the veteran movement 
(both at home and abroad)^ he became the regime’s most celebrated war 
hero. Very soon after the promulgation of Alexander’s dictatorship, Lovric 
wrote to the king welcoming the new direction in national life and offering 
the moral support of the volunteers.'^ This was followed up by a personal 
audience in which Lovric reiterated his association’s support for the dicta- 
torship and its readiness to defend the state, if called upon to do so.'® 



The Little Entente and the culture of victory 

Lovric had already attached the Union of Volunteers to FIDAC (from 
1928 onwards), and at subsequent conferences had spoken about the role 
played by South Slav volunteers in the inter-Allied war effort. Like Milan 
Radosavljevic, Lovric had internationalist ambitions for his association, 
ambitions that were realized in 1931 when the ‘Union of Volunteers of 
the Little Entente’ held a jubilee in Yugoslavia. The Little Entente, the 
alliance of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Romania, formed in the early 
1920s as a bulwark against Hungarian revisionism and Habsburg restora- 
tion, had always been more than just a symptom of Czechoslovak foreign 
minister (later president) Edvard Benes’s ‘pactomania’ (as British obser- 
vers wryly described Benes’s energetic efforts at international diplo- 
macy).^" Even if the alliance’s diplomatic import was in abeyance at the 
beginning of the 1930s (as were, for that matter diplomatic relations 
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between France and Yugoslavia), there remained its cultural aspect: 
maintenance of the Little Entente was a means of celebrating a regional 
inter-Allied culture, of showing how the successor states belonged essen- 
tially to a larger group of ‘victor states’ such as France and Great Britain. 
It was the Hungarian press that had first derided the alliance as a ‘little 
entente’; for many in the successor states, the moniker was most apt - 
indeed, complimentary. 

Volunteers were important symbols of this culture of victory; they had 
their own section in the Little Entente wherein they organized visits to 
each other’s countries for the purpose of celebrating and commemorating 
their war sacrifice. The celebrations in 1931 in Yugoslavia marked the 
fifteenth anniversary of First Serbian Volunteer Division’s involvement 
in the Battle of Dobruja. The jubilee, which was held in Belgrade at the 
beginning of October, lasted four days. There were delegations of volun- 
teer veterans from the three countries of the Little Entente, as well as, 
once again, a group of French Poilus du Armee d’Orient, whose presence 
emphasized the inter-Allied tenor of the proceedings. The programme 
closely resembled previous commemorative and festive occasions, albeit 
with an increased emphasis on celebrating Yugoslavia and the king him- 
self. The programme included a visit to Avala to lay a wreath at the Tomb 
of the Unknown Hero, where French delegates reaffirmed their support 
for Yugoslavia and talked of how the Little Entente would eventually 
disappear inside a ‘Great Entente’ of formerly Allied countries. The 
French veterans also went once again to the New Cemetery in Belgrade, 
where they visited the graves of their fallen countrymen, as well as that of 
Stevan Hadzic, the minister who had played a pivotal role in the political 
crisis of 1 924, who had commanded the First Serbian Volunteer Division, 
and who had recently died. There was a veterans’ parade through the 
main boulevard in Belgrade, and a visit to the Karadjordjevic family 
mausoleum in Topola. During a large ceremony at a sports field 
(‘Yugoslavia’) in Belgrade, attended by about 5,000 people, Alexander 
reviewed the volunteers and their new flag, which featured his portrait 
beneath the slogan ‘For King and Yugoslavia’. Along with the volunteers, 
Lovric had invited representatives of the Association of Reserve Officers 
and Warriors, and the Association of Chetniks.^^ 

Like the FIDAC congress of 1929, the volunteer jubilee was essentially 
a public performance, intended for both domestic and foreign audiences. 
Abroad, the emphasis on wartime alliances and traditions was 
Alexander’s way of demonstrating that despite the political crisis and his 
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authoritarian style of politics, Yugoslavia was still committed to its tradi- 
tional friends France and Great Britain. It was in this sense a diplomatic 
gesture intended to deflect criticism from his regime and reassert the 
diplomatic alliances of the 1920s. It was hardly a new tactic, as we have 
seen: Franco-Serbian wartime camaraderie was evoked repeatedly in the 
previous decade, although perhaps not to the same scale. But the jubilee 
was also an important spectacle for the subjects of Yugoslavia themselves. 
The central position accorded to the Karadjordjevic dynasty and to 
Alexander’s role as the ‘unifier’ of South Slavs was intended to increase 
the prestige of the king and, by extension, enhance the legitimacy of his 
royal rule. Then there was the symbolic value of the volunteers them- 
selves: the heralds of Alexander’s Yugoslav project: veterans who bore all 
the positive marks of the culture of ‘liberation and unification’ but who 
were free of any specific tribal affiliation, having fought not because they 
were conscripted into a national army, but because they were willing and 
ready to make the ultimate sacrifice for South Slav unity. Again, Lujo 
Lovric was the ideal of this new typology: a Croat who had elected to fight 
for ‘liberation and unification’, a professed Yugoslav whose admiration of 
Alexander was unreserved and who worked tirelessly for Yugoslavia in the 
face of serious obstacles (to wit, his disability). He exemplified the ideo- 
logical spirit of the dictatorship, and the jubilee he organized in October 
1931 was a classic show of the new regime’s intentions. 



The end of the dictatorship, commemorating Alexander 

Ultimately, Alexander’s dictatorship was also a failure. As the years went 
on, the king’s inability to reshape the state along Yugoslav lines, despite 
strenuous efforts, became more apparent. And the regime’s oppression 
was ever greater (especially in the Croat lands), becoming a matter of 
both domestic and international concern. Much of the state’s political 
class would eventually re-gather its energies in opposition to Alexander’s 
regime, forging a coalition that transcended ethnic and national lines and 
challenged the terms of the dictatorship.^^ The dictatorship’s failures 
were therefore cumulative, but its end, when it came, was abrupt: the 
king was assassinated in October 1934 by the Internal Macedonian 
Revolutionary Organization and the Croatian paramilitary terrorist 
group, the Ustashe. These two groups carried out a joint operation in 
which a Macedonian gunman killed the king whilst he was on a state visit 
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to France. The operation was Ante Pavelic’s most sensational success, 
but it was also yet another defeat for his faction, since Alexander’s killing 
did not advance the cause of Croatia’s independence at all. Rather it 
provoked outrage at home and abroad, led to a restriction of the Ustashe’s 
movements (Pavelic himself was placed under house arrest in Italy), and 
once again exposed the group’s lack of support amongst Croats. 

When he died, the king had been en route to visit French war graves in 
Marseilles in the company of French foreign minister Louis Barthou (also 
killed in the operation), the Franco-Serbian wartime alliance being a 
diplomatic card Alexander still liked to play. It was reported that the 
king’s final words were ‘preserve my Yugoslavia’; this may have been 
part of the apocrypha of the ‘martyr-king’, but spoken or not, the words 
were adopted as a slogan by many veterans of Serbia’s wars, not least the 
volunteers, Alexander’s South Slav warriors who remained protective of 
the king’s legacy and reputation for the remainder of the state’s life. 
Dobrovoljacki glasnik {The Volunteer Herald), the journal of the Union of 
Volunteers, carried the words ‘Preserve Yugoslavia’ on the cover of each 
of its editions for over a year after Alexander’s death. Milan Banic, a 
prominent Croat volunteer who had met with the king several times, 
dedicated a pamphlet to Alexander, Ecco Homo: Portrait of a Hero and a 
Martyr (1935), in which he lavishly praised the slain monarch, comparing 
him not only to the greats of South Slav history (Dusan the Mighty, Croat 
King Tomislav, Bosnian King Tvrdko, and Bulgarian Emperor Simeon; 
Banic was careful to include a broad selection of South Slav rulers so as to 
emphasize Alexander’s credentials as a truly ‘Yugoslav’ leader), but also 
to Napoleon Bonaparte, and even, as hinted in the title, to Jesus Christ. 
Banic called for the raising of a monument to Alexander which would be 
‘more grandiose than anything we already have; it should be a monument 
that would become the Mecca and Medina for every cultural Yugoslav 
and to foreigners, pilgrims to our country 

Alexander did indeed enter the monumental culture of Yugoslavia, and 
so too did his Yugoslav project. At Avala, the monument to the unknown 
Serbian soldier, raised by the Association of Reserve Officers and 
Warriors in 1922, became the ‘Tomb of the Unknown Yugoslav Hero’, 
based on a design by Croat sculptor (and court favourite) Ivan Mestrovic. 
The shift in emphasis from Serbian soldier to Yugoslav hero was in part a 
tribute to Alexander’s Yugoslav programme. From 1934 onwards the 
idea behind the monument (which was completed in 1938) was to cele- 
brate, if not Alexander himself, then at least his vision of a unified 
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Yugoslavia. Mestrovic’s tomb carefully eschewed the symbols of Serbia’s 
culture of victory - soldiers, Serbian heraldry, and so on - in favour of 
female figures meant to represent all of Yugoslavia’s peoples. 

The monument’s unveiling in 1938 was attended by representative 
divisions of the Yugoslav army, as well as many of the state’s most 
prominent military and political leaders.^® The ceremonies were impress- 
ive indeed, and so was the tomb itself. And yet, like Mestrovic’s ‘Victor’, 
his monument at Kalamegdan fortress to Serbia’s victories of 1912-1918, 
the Tomb of the Unknown Hero was apparently never as cherished by 
South Slav veterans as were the local and national monuments they had 
raised through their own efforts. According to Andrew Baruch Wachtel, 
Mestrovic himself suffered the worst of all possible fates for a ‘Yugoslav’ 
artist: rejected instead of embraced by all South Slavs. Perhaps his 
monuments were too abstract to be understood by the majority of people; 
perhaps, as the Union of Volunteers had discovered, it was impossible to 
conjure up a common legacy of the war where none had existed before. 
Alexander himself had failed on this count, too: his attempt to impose 
unity through royal fiat did not succeed. In fact, it had done yet more 
damage to the idea of South Slav unity. 

The failures of King Alexander’s dictatorship compounded the failures 
of the period of parliamentary rule; veterans remained disunited and 
hostile to the state’s politics. After Alexander’s death, there followed a 
diluted form of authoritarianism under the regency of Prince Paul, 
Alexander’s cousin, whose tenure lasted until 1941. A reluctant leader. 
Prince Paul initially saw himself simply as a caretaker who would keep the 
country in a state of political suspense until handing it over, unchanged, 
to Alexander’s son and heir, Peter (who was still in his minority at the time 
of Alexander’s death). 

This was a naive hope, however, and Paul was soon compelled to make 
major decisions in the country’s domestic and foreign policies. His 
regency was marked by a spirit of greater compromise in domestic poli- 
tics, breaking the recent history of inflexible centralization marked by the 
Vidovdan and dictatorship eras. Paul’s negotiations with Croat politi- 
cians culminated in the signing of the Cvetkovic-Macek Agreement in 
1939 (the Sporazum), an arrangement that led to the creation of a largely 
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autonomous Croatian Banovina (Region) within Yugoslavia. A political 
and economic drift towards Nazi Germany marked the state’s foreign 
policy, especially during the premiership of Milan Stojadinovic (1935- 
1939).^® Under Stojadinovic’s tenure, Yugoslavia virtually abandoned 
its traditional diplomatic alliances (France, Great Britain, the Little 
Entente) in favour of closer economic and political relations with Nazi 
Germany and fascist Italy. It was a move that was fiercely protested by 
the majority (although not all) of Serbian war veterans, who continued to 
put faith in the alliances of 1914-1918 and who looked upon these new 
directions in foreign and domestic policy as part of a dangerous tendency 
towards revisionism, a worrying development in European politics that 
threatened to undo the gains made during 1914-1918. The majority of 
veterans of liberation and unification put their faith in the alliances of the 
past. If there was to be another war, they wanted to be on the right side; 
that is, the same side as 1914-1918: with Erance and Great Britain 
against Germany and her allies. And yet Yugoslavia’s domestic and 
foreign situations were changing dramatically in the latter part of the 
1930s. As the storm clouds of a new world war gathered, a number of 
veterans readied themselves for the inevitable ‘remobilization’. 



The fascist non-revolution: Dimitrije Ljotic and Zbor 

The post-dictatorship period saw the emergence of a Serbian/Yugoslav 
fascist movement based simultaneously on the support of Serbian war 
veterans, whose values it claimed to promote, and the espousal of fascist 
ideology. This improbably composite creature was Zbor (Rally), formed 
in 1935 and self-styled as a national movement. Zbor was the invention of 
Dimitrije Ljotic, scion of a wealthy family from the Serbian town of 
Smederevo and veteran of Serbia’s wars of 1912-1918, this latter point 
being central to his self-presentation as a fascist leader.^® 

In his memoirs, Ljotic claimed that he had come to radical-right politics 
as a student of law in Paris, where he was infiuenced by the ideas of 
Charles Maurras and of Action Frangaise. If true, such radicalism 
remained largely dormant during the 1920s, since Ljotic was initially 
content to work within the strictures of the parliamentary system as a 
member of the Radical Party. He was nevertheless an ardent supporter of 
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Alexander’s dictatorship at its outset, and when the king reintroduced 
some constitutional vestiges and a truncated national parliament in 1931, 
Ljotic served as minister of justice in one of the king’s governments. The 
ascendancy of international fascism, however, made a favourable impres- 
sion on Ljotic, who saw Mussolini’s state and the rising star of the 
German National Socialist Party as examples for South Slavs to emulate. 
For Ljotic, Alexander’s dictatorship, with its liberal vestiges and creeping 
parliamentarianism (of which he had nevertheless been a part), was 
insufficiently revolutionary to transform Yugoslavia. Ljotic had his own 
ideas for a corporatist restructuring of the country, ideas which he pre- 
sented to Alexander in a personal audience, and which were duly thrown 
out by the king. Thus rejected, Ljotic started (from 1932 onwards) to 
gather around himself a coterie of like-minded supporters. 

It was clear from the editorials in Ljotic’s journal Otadzbina (Fatherland) 
that he felt Alexander was taking the state in the wrong direction. As 
nominal as the king’s concessions to constitutional and parliamentary 
politics were, Ljotic nevertheless felt that the dictatorship was being forced 
to kowtow to the baleful influence of political parties. Just weeks after 
Alexander’s assassination, in January 1935, Ljotic announced the creation 
of Zbor, his new fascist political party. Zbor was a fusion of Ljotic’s own 
supporters, based mainly in Serbia, with Yugoslav Action (Jugoslovenska 
akcijd), a Yugoslav nationalist group formed in 1932 largely from the 
remnants of ORJUNA and based mainly in Serbia and Croatia, and the 
‘Association of Combatants of Yugoslavia’ (Zdruzenje horcev Jugoslavije, 
Boj), the current incarnation of Slovenia’s veteran movement.^® 

The preponderance of veterans in Zbor was in accord with Italian 
fascism’s valorisation of the military, but it was also in accord with 
Ljotic’s own admiration for the positive and transformative powers of 
the war experience. Here, Ljotic hoped that the culture of the radical right 
would merge with the culture of liberation and unification. As would-be 
leader of South Slav fascism Ljotic presented himself as the embodiment 
of the fascist warrior, carefully emphasizing his personal spiritual epi- 
phany in combat as an example to all Zbor’s members, indeed, to all the 
state’s subjects. In fact, Ljotic’s war experience was rather singular, for the 
political militant who now celebrated the combat experience had started 
out as a Tolstoyan pacifist who refused to bear arms. This was during the 
Balkan wars, when Ljotic had served as a hospital attendant caring for 
victims of cholera. This pacifism was swept away in the First World War: 
Ljotic spoke of how, under fire, he had learnt the virtues of martial 
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courage, of discipline and hierarchy, and of patriotism. Combat had 
instilled these values into him and his fellow soldiers; war ‘was better 
than university His war record spoke for itself: Ljotic would during the 
First World War rise to the rank of a company commander. 

It was a remarkable transformation for the one-time hospital atten- 
dant: like Ernst Jiinger, Ljotic’s political and spiritual steel had been 
tempered in war. According to him, battles such as Kajmakcalan and the 
camaraderie of the trenches at Salonika had created an organic commu- 
nity of warriors. It was this organic community that needed to be 
recreated, for this was the very best of the Serbian nation. The very 
worst were the politicians and bureaucrats that had led Yugoslavia 
astray since 1918. Ljotic had already detected these elements during 
the war: the shirkers, the men at the back, untested by war, the diplo- 
mats who would carve up the continent in 1919.^^ 

Zbor’s ideology was corporatist, anti-liberal (in both the economic and 
political senses), anti-communist, and anti-Semitic, borrowing heavily 
for its programme from German National Socialism and Italian 
fascism. It was also deeply religious: Ljotic’s political views, and subse- 
quently those of Zbor, were influenced by Orthodox Christianity and 
especially by the teachings of Nikolai Velimirovic, bishop of Zica. Ljotic 
believed that Velimirovic’s Orthodoxy could rescue the South Slavs from 
the twin perils of Russian Bolshevism and Western materialism. This 
latter threat was of deep concern to Ljotic and set him apart from the 
majority of Serbian veterans who, as we have seen, tended to privilege the 
inter-Allied culture of victory in their commemoration of liberation and 
uniflcation. 

There was a small number of Serbian veterans, as well as some intel- 
lectuals, who shared Ljotic’s concerns about the sterility of the West and 
hoped instead that the South Slavs could restore a native spiritualism 
based on Orthodox Christianity. Their critique of contemporary society 
dated back to the previous decade and was rooted in the failures of the 
parliamentary system during the 1920s. Their small number included 
the authors Vladimir Velmar-Jankovic and Svetislav Stefanovic.^^ Velibor 
Jonic, a schoolteacher and prominent member of National Defence, also 
became a ‘Ljoticite’. As early as 1928, he had voiced concerns about the 
prominence of materialism over spiritualism in Yugoslavia, calling for a 
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regeneration of Christian values that would reflect the Serbs’ unique 
position between the East and the West.^^ When Zbor was formed, 
Jonic lauded its mission to cast out foreign influences (Western and 
Eastern) from the state and restore patriarchal over individualist values.^® 

Stanislav Krakov, the author, publicist, and moviemaker who had done 
so much to promote the values of liberation and unification, was also 
an ally. In the 1920s he had praised Mussolini and Greek dictator 
Theodorus Pangalos for ridding their countries of the scourge of parlia- 
mentarianism, and he too had welcomed Alexander’s dictatorship.^^ This 
was all quite conventionally authoritarian: praising strongmen like 
Mussolini and Pangalos and supporting the royal dictatorship hardly set 
him apart from the mainstream attitudes of, say. National Defence, an 
association of which Krakov had been a member. Nevertheless, in the 
1930s, Krakov was increasingly becoming a political maverick; he had at 
one point attempted to establish a Serbian version of the Romanian 
Legion of the Archangel Michael, a South Slav ‘Iron Guard’ in which 
the members of the wartime generation such as himself could teach the 
younger post-war generation about the sacrifices of liberation and uni- 
fication.^® This hare-brained scheme - which had the support of Kosta 
Pecanac - came to nought, but Krakov was willing to settle instead for 
Zbor, appearing at party rallies and speaking in support of Ljotic’s pro- 
posed revolution. 

Eccentrics like Jonic, Krakov, and others did not amount to the fascist 
phalanx that Ljotic had hoped for, however; nor did Zbor carry off a 
radical-right revolution in Yugoslavia. The election results spoke for 
themselves: at the national elections of 1935 and 1938, the party’s failures 
were absolute: Zbor garnered just a few thousand votes on each occasion, 
mainly, it seemed, from voters in Smederovo, which was the closest thing 
Ljotic had to an electoral stronghold.^® This backing was too meagre to 
return even a single candidate on the party list. Zbor’s appeal amongst 
Serbs was minimal, and amongst non-Serbs, virtually non-existent. Ljotic 
may have consoled himself with the knowledge that his party had always 
stressed the quality of its men over their quantity, and that the parliamen- 
tary system was in any case anathema, a faulty system that Zbor wanted to 
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enter only as a prelude to tearing it down, in the manner of the Italian 
fascists and the Nazis. But if such tactics had worked in Italy and 
Germany, they were ill-suited to Yugoslavia^ Ljotic had made a grave 
error with his decision to enter the realm of party politics, because 
veterans’ and patriotic associations had from an early stage decided to 
remain aloof from parliament. Indeed, Ljotic’s attempt to cross the 
Rubicon dividing soldiers from party politics was contentious even within 
the narrow confines of his own party cadres: the majority of Boj members, 
including the group’s leader Stane Vidmar, a Slovene former volunteer, 
were opposed to Zbor contesting elections. And Zbor’s support within 
such associations dwindled as the 1930s wore on. South Slav veterans did 
not turn to this kind of radical-right programme in any significant way. 

Ljotic had also fundamentally failed to settle the matter of whether 
Zbor was a Serbian or a Yugoslav party. On this point, Zbor was deeply 
schizophrenic: constantly asserting its Yugoslav credentials whilst harp- 
ing on Serbia’s wars of liberation and unification and the primacy of 
Orthodox Christianity. Seen from the perspective of Austro-Hungarian 
veterans, Zbor’s close embrace of Serbian Orthodox Christianity must 
have made the party’s espoused Yugoslavism look a lot like crypto- 
Serbianism, which is to say it must have made the party programme 
look a lot like that of Alexander’s dictatorship. On the other hand, many 
Serbs in the latter part of the 1930s were demanding greater clarity over 
their position in the post-dictatorship state. At this point in the state’s life, 
with the sediment of past failures becoming ever deeper, far more clarity 
on the matter of the Serbs’ position was called for. Ambivalence between 
Yugoslavism and Serbianism smacked too much of the failed period of 
unitary Yugoslavism during the dictatorship, an interchangeability that 
had cost their warrior king his life. 

Finally, there was Ljotic’s spiritual and political critique of the West, 
which appealed to a select group of intellectuals but apparently alienated 
the majority of Serbian veterans. As we have seen, former soldiers, or at 
least their associations, valued their inter-Allied ties too highly to support 
a group that so wholeheartedly rejected the West. Besides, both Germany 
and Italy were traditional foes, the one a wartime enemy, the other a 
wartime ally which had behaved in effect as an enemy. Now, in the 1930s, 
these states were the most powerful proponents of revisionism, a political 
programme which threatened the Serbian wartime generation’s statist 
principles. These were the rocks upon which Zbor fioundered. Ljotic’s 
attempts to mobilize Serbian veterans into his radical-right faction 
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were stymied by veterans’ unwillingness (for the most part) to exchange 
the culture of victory with the ‘culture of defeat’ upon which Hitler and 
National Socialism thrived. 



Kosta Pecanac and the Association of Chetniks 

The same rightward course was charted by Kosta Pecanac and the 
Association of Chetniks from 1934 onwards. As we have seen, 
Alexander attempted to disarm the Chetniks and reduce them to a festive 
association whose chief activities were the commemoration of liberation 
and unification, similar to the Union of Volunteers or the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors. His attempts were only partially success- 
ful, for towards the end of Alexander’s dictatorship (1933-1934) the 
Chetniks, now under Kosta Pecanac’s presidency, had reverted to their 
old tricks of harassing and terrorizing non-Serbs, very often in Bosnia, but 
also in Serb-populated lands in Croatia. With Alexander gone, Pecanac’s 
Chetniks were able to slip the regime’s leash entirely: soon after the end of 
the dictatorship, authorities in the Croat lands complained of a resurgent 
Chetnik association responsible for visiting violence upon non-Serbs. 

Rebecca West reported seeing a Chetnik parade whilst visiting 
Yugoslavia at the end of the 1930s, noting that the association was now 
very far removed from its origins in the anti-Ottoman campaigns of the 
early twentieth century, and that a new generation of men marched with 
them who had been far too young to have fought against the Ottomans 
before 1914. According to West, the Chetniks survived in interwar 
Yugoslavia in a ‘disagreeable and degenerate form’, just as the militias 
of the American Civil War ‘had become roving adventurers who had 
progressively deteriorated progeny in Jesse James, the St Louis gangsters, 
and the bootleggers and hi-jackers of Prohibition’.'*^ The historian Fikreta 
Jelic-Butic has catalogued the return to violence that marked the 
Chetniks’ activities during 1933-1936; the association at large again 
once the restraints of Alexander’s dictatorship were gone.*^ The govern- 
ment also noted how Chetniks visited violence upon Croats and Muslims 
throughout the country.^^ One official in the Croat lands remarked plain- 
tively that the Chetniks would probably not be so hated if they restricted 
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their activities to their original remit of helping the families of fallen 
comrades with welfare and financial support. 

This was wishful thinking: throughout the interwar period, and under 
various guises and manifestations, the leaders of the Chetnik movement 
had remained constant in their desire for a greater role than merely com- 
memorating liberation and unification and looking after the welfare of its 
members. In this sense, the Chetniks were different from the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors and the Union of Volunteers; different, 
even, from National Defence. There was nothing in this association com- 
parable to the reconciliatory efforts of the reserve officers towards Austro- 
Hungarian veterans, or the attempts of the volunteers to build up a myth of 
the composite ‘Yugoslav warrior’; the Chemiks simply wanted to carve out 
a Serbian salient in Yugoslavia. They saw themselves as the guardians of a 
Serbdom that was in grave peril; a Serbdom which they saw as threatened 
by ungrateful non-Serbs and ‘a-national elements’. The terminology had 
changed little since Punisa Racic’s time at the head of the Chetniks, but 
Serbian anxieties about their position in Yugoslavia were more acute in the 
1 930s than they had been in the 1920s. Pecanac’s presidency thus marked a 
significant increase in the association’s chauvinism, coinciding as it did with 
a period of ever greater concern amongst its Serb members. 

Chetnik violence in the latter part of the 1930s provoked a counter- 
mobilization amongst Croats: in 1936, Vladko Macek’s peasant party 
assembled its own armed militias: the ‘Peasant Guard’ and the ‘Civic 
Guard’. These were intended as a means of protecting peasant party 
members and supporters from Chetnik harassment. They were, then, a 
response to Pecanac’s renewed activities during 1934-1936, but the deci- 
sions behind their formation were also informed by the experiences of 
past Chetnik and ORJUNA terror against the peasant party going back 
to the early 1920s. There was work in these units for veterans of the 
Austro-Hungarian army, since the Peasant Guard and the Civic Guard 
were very often recruited from amongst former Austro-Hungarian 
officers. According to Wayne Vucinich, the structure of the militias them- 
selves duplicated in large part that of the officer corps of the Austro- 
Hungarian army.'*^ These militias were later incorporated into the 
Ustasha armed forces in the Independent State of Croatia, although the 
Ustashe considered them less than reliable and eventually dissolved them. 
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Veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army did not always make the best 
Ustashe, as we shall see. 



National Defence against the government 

The death of Alexander did not dampen National Defence’s sense of 
mission. Ilija Bircanin, president of the association from 1932 onwards, 
hailed the ‘immortal works’ of the late king and promised that National 
Defence, as ‘modest apostles of Yugoslavism’, would continue to strive 
towards his vision of South Slav unity. At the beginning of 1935, 
Bircanin spoke about how the association was entering the ‘hardest 
period’ it had ever faced in its long history, since the state would now 
be without the king and ‘his legendary authority’. The members of 
National Defence needed to be more tightly knit and highly disciplined 
than ever before.^® Bircanin would also, in an interview with author Milos 
Crnjanski’s journal Ideje (Ideas), complain about the quality of today’s 
youth, which he compared unfavourably with its pre-war counterpart.^® 
Again, this was hardly a new theme: for ageing veterans like Bircanin the 
notion that a new generation had grown up ignorant of the wartime 
generation’s sacrifice was an ongoing concern. National Defence was 
keen to emphasize the continuity of its work in the new post-dictatorship 
period, and especially its ongoing quest for the holy grail of South Slav 
national unity. But in fact much was changing in the realm of national 
politics, and, with Alexander gone, relations between National Defence 
and the regime became ever more strained. 

Bircanin became increasingly vocal in his criticism of the premiership of 
Milan Stojadinovic and of the regency of Prince Paul. By 1937, Bircanin 
and National Defence were in open opposition to the regime. The asso- 
ciation’s fuse had been lit by the government’s handling of the Concordat 
between the state and the Vatican. Negotiations over the treaty between 
Yugoslavia and the Catholic Holy See had been ongoing for many years; 
they were in part an attempt by the Belgrade regime to win favour with its 
Catholic subjects, especially the Croats. The possibility of such conces- 
sions was resented by many Serbs, and not least the leadership of the 
Serbian Orthodox Church itself, who, under the popular Patriarch 
Varnava, had fiercely opposed the treaty (which was due to be ratified 
in 1937).®* When Vamava died suddenly in June 1937 at the height ofthe 
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Concordat crisis, many Serbs accused the regime of having a hand in his 
death. 

The crisis provoked an angry response from National Defence. 
National Defence considered the Concordat a shameful capitulation to 
the internal forces of revisionism. Bircanin made a fiery speech at the 
graveside of the patriarch, accusing ‘armed organs of the government 
[drzavne vlasti\’ of waging a ‘bestial’ war against the Orthodox Church. 
For its part, Stojadinovic’s regime believed that Bircanin, National 
Defence, and a network of like-minded associations (upon whom they 
kept a watchful eye) were planning something akin to a coup d’etat. In 
reality. National Defence posed no real threat to the govemment.^'^ 
National Defence’s opposition was rather a manifestation of the increas- 
ing discontent that many members of the Serbian wartime generation 
felt with the regime in the latter part of the 1930s. Bircanin was arrested 
shortly after making his eulogy to the patriarch - evidence of how deep the 
chasm between National Defence and the regime had become since the 
death of Alexander. In voicing opposition to the Concordat, National 
Defence was following a tradition of intransigence on the part of Serbian 
veterans that went back to Davidovic’s efforts to reach out to Stjepan 
Radic during the political crisis of 1924. But now, in the late 1930s, it 
seemed as if the whole of the region, shaped as it was by the blood sacrifice 
of the First World War, was being turned inside out by revisionist forces. 
Concessions to non-Serbs were seen as part of a series of capitulations 
that the ‘victors’ of the war were making to the ‘vanquished’. Domestic 
affairs were seen through the prism of international relations, and vice 
versa. 

Thus, for example, the following year, during the Munich crisis of 
September 1938, Bircanin, on behalf of National Defence, sent a letter 
of support to the Czechoslovaks urging them to hold firm in the face of 
revisionist forces, signed by, inter alia, former ORJUNA leader Niko 
Bartulovic and Stevan Moljevic.^® Czechoslovakia, after all, was a fellow 
victor state: if Czechoslovakia could be carved up by internal and external 
enemies, so, too, could Yugoslavia. The challenges to the 1919 order 
were everywhere intensifying. Even if the Little Entente had been a dead 
letter for some years, veterans such as Bircanin still held dear the regional 
culture of victory with other successor states. Munich was a betrayal of 
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the gains made by the pro-Entente Czechoslovaks during the First World 
War. Now, the same pattern was being followed in Yugoslavia. In the face 
of these challenges, old veterans looked for orientation in the old alli- 
ances. Ultimately, Bircanin remained a man of pro-Allied sympathies; 
like the reserve officers and the volunteers, his affection for Great Britain 
and France was derived in large part from their alliance with Serbia during 
the First World War. These sympathies set him ever more at odds with his 
own government, which in the 1930s was edging towards an economic 
and political alliance with Nazi Germany. 



The Serbian Cultural Club 

It was around this time (1939) that a group of Serbian intellectuals, 
also concerned with the position of Serbs in Yugoslavia, formed the 
Serbian Cultural Club, a professedly ‘non-political’ and ‘non-party’ orga- 
nization whose aim was to promote Serbian values and interests in the 
South Slav state. The club’s first and only president was Slobodan 
Jovanovic, esteemed professor of law at the University of Belgrade, who, 
with the Serbian Cultural Club, was making his first foray into politics. 
The club’s membership also boasted such luminaries of Serbian intellec- 
tual and political life as Nikola Stojanovic, Vladimir Coro vie, and Vasa 
Cubrilovic. Other intellectuals who addressed the Serbian Cultural Club 
(but who were not members) included the poet Desanka Maksimovic, 
Isidora Sekulic, Vladimir Velmar-Jankovic, Ilija Bircanin, and Dimitrije 
Ljotic. The club was interested in the entire spectrum of opposition to the 
regime. 

The primary concern of the Serbian Cultural Club, its reason for 
forming, was the concern of its members with the lack of unity amongst 
Serbs, which was all the more glaring when compared to the unity of 
(especially) the Croats. Once again, pre-war Serbia and its nationalizing 
forces were held as the ideal which needed to be emulated; the golden age 
of Serbdomhadbeen 1903-1918, a period of political vigour and national 
homogeneity. Like National Defence, and like so many associations of the 
wartime generation, the Serbian Cultural Club also held the pre-war 
youth in almost mystically high esteem;^^ in fact, one of the club’s leading 
members, Vasa Cubrilovic, had been amongst the Sarajevo conspirators 
in June 1914. Now a university professor, Cubrilovic penned, in 1937, a 
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notorious memorandum to the government, entitled ‘The Expulsion of 
the Arnauts [Albanians]’, in which he advised that ‘[T]he only way and 
means to cope with them [Albanians] is the brute force of an organized 
state’. He went on to suggest various legal harassments to which the 
Albanians could be subjected: ‘fines, imprisonments, the ruthless appli- 
cation of all police dispositions’; failing these, ‘[T]here remains one more 
means, which Serbia employed with great practical effect after 1878, that 
is by burning down Albanian villages and city quarters’.^® These radical 
ideas (which were not adopted by the Stojadinovic government) had not 
emerged ex nihilo\ they were of the same tenor as the national work that 
had taken place in the ‘southern regions’ during the 1920s. Indeed, they 
can be read as a response to the failures of the interwar state’s nationaliza- 
tion policies in the ‘classical south’ since the end of the war. It was all part 
and parcel of the Serbian Cultural Club’s obsession with the lack of 
Serbian unity in Yugoslavia, of which the southern regions, with their 
proliferation of ‘a-national elements’, were a prime example. 

Given these nationalist currents in the Serbian Cultural Club, it was 
perhaps surprising that one of the club’s vice presidents, and later editor 
of its journal Srpski glas {The Serbian Voice), was Dragisa Vasic, an author 
and one-time republican who had been one of the few Serbian veterans to 
oppose the Karadjordjevic dynasty. Dragisa Vasic was a lawyer from 
Gornji Milanovac and a veteran of Serbia’s wars of 1912-1918. He had 
been demobilized at the rank of captain in 1919 and, out of uniform, 
turned to writing. He was, by the end of the 1 920s, considered to be one 
of the state’s pre-eminent ‘war writers’, writing short stories and novels 
about the war and his generation’s sacrifice for liberation and unification. 

Vasic stood apart from many of the Serbian wartime generation in the 
years after the war because of his hostility to the Karadjordjevic dynasty 
and the wartime Radical government of Nikola Pasic. Vasic was a sup- 
porter of the Black Hand who was outraged by the sham trial of Apis and 
his allies at Salonika. Like his friend, the legal expert and scholar 
Slobodan Jovanovic, Vasic deplored the non-judicial nature of the trial 
and executions; the Salonika Trial was a betrayal of Serbia’s military 
heroes and of its democratic principles. For Vasic, it was a grim irony 
that Apis himself had helped establish those principles, by deposing 
Alexander Obrenovic in the palace coup of 1903.^® In his opposition 
newspaper Progres (Progress), in print during 1920, Vasic highlighted for 
his readers what he perceived as the gulf between the ideals for which his 
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generation had fought in the wars and the corruption of the new state’s 
leaders and politics, the sacred and the profane of liberation and unifica- 
tion. The greatest and most difficult days in the history of Serbia had, 
wrote Vasic, produced ‘a great many heroes, and a great many traitors’.®® 
His comrades in arms were in the former category; the state’s post-war 
leaders were in the latter. 

Vasic came to the attention of the authorities when he wrote critically 
about the violence that attended the South Slav army’s response to an 
Albanian uprising near the borderlands of Yugoslavia. He was continuing 
a critique started by the late Serbian socialist Dimitrije Tucovic, who had 
been one of the few voices to speak out against Serbia’s national expan- 
sion, and whose ideas were a great influence on Vasic’s early writing. In an 
article published in summer 1920, he called for the resignation of 
Minister of the Army and Navy Branko Jovanovic. In response, the state’s 
military leaders restored Vasic to the army’s active list and sent him on a 
two-month tour of the regions in question. It was a punishment designed 
to fit the crime: Vasic could see for himself what was at stake in quelling 
the Albanian uprising. Vasic wrote an account of his tour. Two Months in 
the Yugoslav Siberia. The work told of the ‘war atmosphere’ that prevailed 
in these regions, about Italian support for anti-Yugoslav guerrillas, and 
about the private and quasi-private Chetnik associations that fought 
against Albanian Kagaks. 

The nature of Vasic’s opposition to Yugoslavia had changed dramati- 
cally in the interwar period, however: his affiliation with the Serbian 
Cultural Club marked the culmination of a great shift in his politics 
since the end of the First World War. The former republican who 
moved in leftist circles during the 1920s was now, towards the end of 
the 1 930s, one of the most strident supporters of a more confident and 
assertive Serbdom in Yugoslavia; he was not out of place in the Serbian 
Cultural Club. Miroslav Krleza, a fellow author and a war veteran him- 
self, was especially shocked at Vasic’s transformation from ‘progressive’ 
to ‘chauvinistic’ politics. The two writers had at one time shared an 
aversion to the politics of the regime, but they had nevertheless always 
differed on the meaning of the war: Krleza, the Austro-Hungarian 
veteran, saw only futility and wasted life in the war years; Vasic had 
celebrated the Serbian soldier’s sacrifice. Like Yugoslavia itself, the two 
men were divided over the meaning of liberation and unification. Vasic’s 
sense of the overwhelming wartime sacrifice of Serbia had remained with 
him, strengthened even, whereas his republicanism and leftism had 
ebbed away over the years, due no doubt to the vicissitudes of the interwar 



60 



Progres, 22 June 1920. 



Authoritarianism and new war, 1929-1941 



239 



period. Vasic’s remarkable career shows how the war years had a powerful 
and overwhelming grip on many Serbian veterans, still shaping an indi- 
vidual’s politics and attitudes twenty years after the end of the conflict. 

The watershed moment for the Serbian Cultural Club (and for National 
Defence) was the Cvetkovic-Macek agreement, the Sporazum, of 1939. 
The government’s agreement to create an autonomous political unit that 
encompassed all of the Croat lands as well as Bosnia may have satisfled 
Croatian public opinion (at least for the time being) but it infuriated many 
Serbian veterans who were affiliated with National Defence and the 
Serbian Cultural Club. For many of them not only did the arrangement 
mean the undermining of their mission to unify Serbdom culturally and 
politically, it was also perceived as a serious capitulation to the continent- 
wide forces of appeasement and revisionism; it was, essentially, a bargain- 
ing away of that which had been won during the war. For National 
Defence, whose pre-war history was so closely tied up with the struggle 
in Habsburg Bosnia, this was a particularly severe blow, as if the annexa- 
tion crisis of 1908 was being replayed. Dragisa Vasic called the Sporazum 
the ‘Serbian Munich’.®' The remobilization was virtually complete: in a 
pamphlet published in 1939, Bija Bircanin called on the members of 
National Defence to ready themselves once again for battle, should this 
be necessary.®^ 



Conclusion 

For many veterans, the imposition of Alexander’s dictatorship offered a 
solution to the fragmentation and disorder of the 1920s. Many former 
soldiers had identified party politics as one of the key factors that under- 
mined the unity of the state since the end of the First World War. 
Alexander was the ideal figure to sweep away the divisions of the past 
and fully realize the liberation and unification for which veterans had 
fought during 1912-1918. But the failures of his authoritarianism further 
entrenched the divisions of the state, and further alienated many of the 
wartime generation from the institutions of the state itself. Thus, the 
period of partially restored parliamentarianism during the second half 
of the 1930s also marked the return of antagonistic relations between 
former soldiers and the political institutions of the state. The deteriorat- 
ing climate in international relations and the storm clouds of a new war 
led many former soldiers to consider which side they would stand in the 
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likely event that war should return to the South Slav lands. For a minority 
of Serbian veterans, such as Dimitrije Ljotic, Nazi Germany and the 
radical right seemed to offer the way out of the crises and failures of the 
interwar period, but many other veterans - at least Serbian veterans - 
would look to the old alliances for orientation in the new conflicts. 

But the men of 1914-1918 were standing on a precipice in 1 94 1 , as was 
the country itself, and all of them would be swept away by the conflict of 
1941-1945. The civil war in Yugoslavia was the final reckoning with 
liberation and unification and with the culture of victory on which the 
interwar state rested. The new masters of Yugoslavia, the socialists, the 
victors of 1941-1945, had their own conflict, their own foundational 
myths, their own culture of victory. This final reckoning with the First 
World War and with liberation and unification is the subject of Chapter 8. 



8 



‘The gale of the world’, 1941-1945 



Barely a generation separated the successor states of eastern and central 
Europe from the end of one war and the beginning of the next. By most 
estimates this is too short a spell to establish a consolidated and function- 
ing political system, an integrated society and a national culture where 
none had existed before. This would have been true even if these attempts 
at state-building were conducted in congenial international waters; but 
eastern and central Europe was the centre of a continental storm during 
the interwar period, bordered by two potentially aggressive radical poli- 
tical currents, fascism and Bolshevism, and with less and less shelter from 
their initial political and diplomatic sponsors, France and Great Britain. ^ 
By the outbreak of the Second World War (which, after all, began in this 
region), ‘New Europe’ looked less like the fortified cordon sanitaire origin- 
ally envisaged and more like a house of cards, one that was easily capsized 
by aggressive neighbours. 

Yugoslavia fits into this context of dysfunctional international relations, 
and it was quickly overrun by Axis forces in April 1941. Invasion, occupa- 
tion, and dismemberment utterly and permanently transformed Yugoslav 
society, bringing previously marginal political and social forces to the 
centre ground, permanently pushing mainstream actors to the fringes 
and creating the conditions for extreme violence and violent solutions to 
existing political and social problems. A complicated, multi-layered, and 
shifting nexus of collaboration and resistance gripped the country during 
this time. Many men who had fought or served during the previous period 
of mass violence in the region during 1912-1918 now saw the new 
conflict as an opportunity to reassert unrealized political, social, and 
national goals. 

As this chapter will show, almost no one implicated in the fighting 
during 1941-1945 desired a return to the status quo ante. Even if its 
demise had come at the hands of external forces, the sense that the 
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interwar state had been unsuccessful was all-pervasive; the civil war was 
seen variously as an opportunity to restate the values of liberation and 
unification; or to undo them completely, or to revenge the defeat of 1 9 1 8; 
or to push for full-scale social revolution that had only been partially 
achieved at the end of the last world war. Thus revolutionary groups 
such as the Ustashe and the Partisans sought a complete break with the 
recent past and the implementation of entirely new social and political 
values and systems in the South Slav lands. But it also came to be true of 
‘conservative’ political and military groups such as the Yugoslav Army in 
the Homeland (Draza Mihailovic’s Chetniks), whose ideologues envi- 
saged a post-war restoration of the Yugoslav kingdom but with a drasti- 
cally altered internal organization in order to avoid the failings of the 
interwar period. Serbian collaborationist actors too, although they could 
not deny the vastly reduced circumstances brought upon them by defeat 
and occupation, saw the new order as an opportunity to turn the clock 
back on the baleful political and cultural developments of the last two 
decades. 

This new conflict represented the dead end of the cultures of victory 
and defeat and the militarist and patriotic traditions that had been so 
deeply rooted in the national cultures of the South Slav peoples and which 
had informed so many of the problems of the interwar period. The 
combatants in this new round of warfare could not possibly have known 
this at the time, but the future of the state belonged to a revolutionary new 
political culture that had so far been on the margins of national life in the 
South Slav state. The years 1941-1945, then, are a bonfire of political and 
cultural vanities that had been prized so highly during the previous two 
decades; but the new masters of Yugoslavia, despite their apparent revo- 
lutionary hue and their avowed break with the failures of the past, also 
imagined, just like the men of 1 9 1 8, that they could build an integrated 
national culture on a myth of victory that belied the reality of the state’s 
wartime origins; one that did not speak to the experiences of many South 
Slavs. 



War and the new order in the South Slav lands 

As we have seen in the preceding chapters, the short lifespan of the 
interwar kingdom had been marked throughout by a permanent sense 
of political crisis and of periodic systemic overhauls; overhauls that, in 
each case, had proven incapable of solving the problems and divisions for 
which purpose they had been implemented. To recapitulate: the 
Vidovdan Constitution had not provided the constitutional and legal 
means of unifying the three South Slav tribes, rather it had introduced a 
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decade of political and legislative paralysis, whose nadir was the violent 
killing of peasant party deputies on the floor of the parliament hall in June 
1928. The hrunt of this paralysis was borne by the subjects of the state 
themselves, who did not mourn the ‘suspension’ (in fact the passing) of 
the parliamentary system at the beginning of 1929. Most of the state’s 
subjects seem to have met the promulgation of King Alexander’s dictator- 
ship with guarded optimism; whereas many former soldiers and Serbian 
patriots were enthusiastic about the dictatorship, since they esteemed the 
king as a symbol of liberation and uniflcation as much as they derided 
political parties and their leaders as corrupt and egotistical. Yet the king’s 
dictatorship, which became ever more entrenched, did not advance the 
cause of South Slav state-forming and state-building, and the king’s 
violent assassination in October 1 934 merely brought to a sudden end a 
political project that was already quite demonstrably failing. 

The regency headed by Prince Paul initially sought to hold the political 
problems of the country in stasis until Alexander’s heir, Peter, came of 
age, but the dramatic shifts in international relations made this difficult, 
and the premiership ofMilan Stojadinovic (1935-1939), with its increas- 
ing slant towards Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, suggested a significant 
break with Yugoslavia’s traditional allies, France and Great Britain, the 
allies of Serbia during the First World War, a direction that was protested 
by many of Serbia’s war veterans. Paul’s disposal of Stojadinovic in 1939 
and the crown’s subsequent rapprochement to the Croats, culminating in 
the Cvetkovic-Macek agreement and the creation of an enlarged Croatian 
‘Banovina’ in the same year was welcomed by the political leadership in 
Croatia, but was alarming to many Serbs, who compared the internal 
‘revision’ of Yugoslavia to a worrying trend of German-sponsored revi- 
sionism taking place throughout the region, one that included, most 
dramatically, the recent annexation of the Sudeten territories from 
Czechoslovakia - a fellow ‘victor state’ of the First World War. 

For many Serbian veterans, there was thus a sense that the settlement 
made at the end of the First World War, made by the Entente victory for 
which they had sacrificed so much, was crumbling. It was in this context 
that Prince Paul, under considerable duress, reluctantly agreed to the 
signing of the Tripartite Pact with Nazi Germany, guaranteeing that 
Yugoslavia’s neutrality would be advantageously slanted towards the 
Axis powers, and that non-military aid could pass through Yugoslavia 
en route to the Axis campaign against Greece. 

But the signing of the Tripartite Pact triggered a new military coup in 
Serbia, on 27 March 1941, this time masterminded by a group of officers 
predominantly of the Yugoslav Air Force and formally/publicly headed by 
General Dusan Simovic but whose actual leadership comprised a 
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collective of mainly middle-ranking officers, and who were largely based 
in Belgrade.^ The conspirators deposed Paul and declared Peter, 
Alexander’s son and heir, of age. They also moved swiftly to reaffirm 
existing treaty commitments (e.g. the Tripartite Pact). 

At one level, the 1941 coup was yet another example of the military 
acting in what it saw as the national interest, and believing that if the 
political leadership or the crown neglected the national interest and the 
honour of the country, it was the duty of the military to step in and uphold 
these values.^ It drew at least tacit support from outside the immediate 
ring of conspirators from the likes of Ilija Bircanin and National Defence, 
and the Association of Reserve Officers and Warriors had some fore- 
knowledge of it and were in favour of its goals. ^ These parties had been 
cultivated by British intelligence in the months prior to the coup as 
potential sources of anti-Axis support, in the likely event of an invasion 
of Yugoslavia. Indeed, already in 1939 Bircanin’s sympathies for the 
Allies brought him to the attention of the British Special Operations 
Executive, who cultivated him to the extent that he became their most 
important contact in Yugoslavia.^ 

The consequences of the coup were immediate and devastating for 
Yugoslavia. The coup enraged Hitler, who was reportedly furious at 
the temerity of the Serbs for disrupting his larger campaign plans in the 
Balkans. Hitler, as an erstwhile Habsburg subject, recalled how the 
Serbs had brought on a global conflict in 1914 that had resulted in 
the disintegration of Austria-Hungary and the humiliating terms of the 
Versailles treaty.® This time the Balkan mouse would not roar: Hitler 
ordered a lightning strike on the ill-prepared and psychologically over- 
whelmed South Slav state, which had little chance of resisting a vastly 
superior opponent on the battlefleld. Yugoslavia was invaded by a com- 
bined German, Italian, and Bulgarian assault; the war lasted just six days. 
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The defeat and occupation of Yugoslavia led to the most severe experi- 
ment in territorial and political revisionism in the entire Balkans during 
the Second World War. The South Slav state would now pay back many 
times over the gains it had made as a designated ‘victor’ of the First World 
War. Hitler imposed a number of territorial adjustments and annexations 
on the state in order to ‘reward’ Axis affiliates or to redress perceived 
iniquities set out at the end of the First World War. Backa, Baranja, 
Medjumurje, and Prekomurje were annexed ‘back’ to an enlarged 
Hungary; the Banat was made a de facto autonomous region adminis- 
tered by the local German population (headed by Branimir Altgayer, head 
of the Kulturbund and a former Austro-Hungarian officer); Bulgaria 
received as spoils of war parts of Macedonia it had lost in 1913 (and 
again in 1918) and even parts of Serbia itself; the larger part of Kosovo 
was given to ‘Greater Albania’ with a view to its eventual permanent 
incorporation into this state; most of Slovenia (although not Ljubljana) 
was annexed into the Reich; and Italy reclaimed the Dalmatian lands and 
islands it had coveted since the First World War. The territories annexed 
by Serbia’s neighbours, now in league with the Axis, were subjected to 
especially severe and comprehensive programmes of cultural and ethnic 
cleansing: thus, the colonists who had benefited from Yugoslav policies of 
land reform and colonization during the interwar period were now ejected 
wholesale from their homes in Vojvodina, Kosovo, and Macedonia. The 
monuments and plaques that had been raised by them and the govern- 
ment were also destroyed or dismantled, as were the churches, schools, 
and cultural institutions. Once again the dynamic of destruction would 
operate at the expense of the Serbians. 

Hitler attempted to pander to the revisionist impulses which, he 
believed, must have been of overriding importance in the internal weak- 
nesses of the South Slav state. Thus, a greatly enlarged ‘Independent 
State of Croatia’ (NDH) was established as an Axis-affiliated state, 
incorporating the Croat lands (minus the many coastal territories taken 
by Italy) and all of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Hitler conceived this as the 
carrot that would keep these territories and their inhabitants quiescent 
and loyal during the following Balkan campaign. The leaders of this newly 
independent ‘Croatia’ emphasized its resemblance to the great medieval 
kingdom of Tomislav. The Serbs received the stick: a truncated state, a 
drastically reduced political and cultural life, and an exacting occupation 
regime. Serbia seemed to have been taken back to the pre-1912 national 
state, since the Axis had stripped away its many gains made during the 
wars of liberation and unification. In the case of Serbia, then, there was 
thus a kind of revival of the initial Habsburg occupation goals starting 
1915, but the comparisons should not be pushed too far: as Jonathan 
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Gumz has noted, the kind of violence wielded by the Nazi occupation in 
Serbia and the kind of goals it pursued were completely different in kind 
to those pursued by the Habsburg army during 1915-1918. ‘ 



National Salvation: the Nedic state 

Initially, at least, the occupied and reduced Serbia was to be run entirely 
under Nazi subordination; like Poland, Hitler did not envisage any mean- 
ingful quisling or collaborationist regime in Serbia, and instead foresaw 
that the country would be run under formal German military occupation. 
Thus the country was at first administered, under complete German 
suzerainty, by a ‘commissariat’ headed by former Belgrade police chief 
Milan Acimovic; but when anti-occupation unrest quickly became a pro- 
blem in Serbia (see below), the occupation regime was marginally 
upgraded and put under the nominal control of Milan Nedic, a former 
minister of the army and navy in interwar Yugoslavia known for his pro- 
German sympathies.® Nedic was a hero of the wars of liberation and 
unification who had even written a commemorative volume about the 
Serbian army’s victorious breakthrough at Salonika.® His biography and 
role was broadly similar to that of Philippe Petain in Vichy France: his 
intention in taking the quisling role was to salvage some national dignity 
from the shock of defeat, dismemberment, and occupation. Like Petain, 
his hope was simply to avoid more bloodshed (although only on the part of 
the Serbs). For the occupiers, Nedic’s so-called ‘Government of National 
Salvation’ would, it was hoped, bestow a fig leaf of legitimacy on the 
occupation of Serbia and thus bring some order to the country. 

Nedic and his government were in all meaningful senses subordinate to 
the needs of the occupiers. Nevertheless, Nedic’s Government of 
National Salvation had its own interpretation of recent Serbian history 
and its own political, social, and cultural vision. Nedic’s regime con- 
structed a rough ideological programme based on a kind of rural and 
patriarchal utopianism; anti-modern, anti-Western, and anti-Semitic, the 
Nedic state decried the developments of the past two decades in the South 
Slav state as part of a broader and worrying infiltration of sterile ‘Western 
materialism’ into the Serbian Orthodox spirit. It was hoped that within 
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the new order, Serbia could return to agrarian. Orthodox, and uncor- 
rupted values/^ Nedic’s pro-German affiliation had a modicum of sup- 
port in Serbia, at least compared to the commissariat that it followed, but 
his state ideology cut against the grain of Western and Franco-British 
sympathies in Serbia - and was in a demonstrably reduced and subordi- 
nate position to its occupiers. Thus, the Nedic state from an early stage 
lost support to the Serbian nationalist anti-occupation resistance active 
throughout the country (see below)i this latter seemed to have a better 
claim to the revolutionary and martial traditions of the Serbs. 

As we have seen, there was ever a small number of intellectuals drawn 
to the idea of a new way for Serbia based on a restoration of traditional 
Orthodox values and a rejection of the sterile, materialist West and the 
Bolshevik East. Stanislav Krakov, for example, the fascist journalist and 
author who had edited the journal Vreme during the interwar period, who 
had called for the restoration of the glories of medieval Serbia in the 
southern territories, and who had been a member of National Defence 
(and later a supporter of Zbor, see below), offered active support to Nedic 
(to whom he was related) during the latter’s brief time as head of the 
Serbian state. Krakov had for a long time been something of a right-wing 
maverick, a leading member of National Defence, but also of Zbor, and it 
was to the latter that he eventually gravitated as the world war broke over 
Yugoslavia. During the Nedic years he edited the pro-occupation journals 
Novo vreme {The New Time) and Obnova (Renewal). 

Krakov survived the war and went into exile at its end, writing a two- 
volume biography/apologia of Nedic as an attempt to exculpate the 
wartime president and his regime (and Krakov’s own role in it).^^ His 
choice for collaboration was unusual but not unique: National Defence 
had a radical right wing which bled into Zbor and then later the 
Government of National Salvation. Danilo Vulovic and Velibor Jonic 
offer two more examples of war veterans and former National Defence 
members who drifted towards the Axis right and eventually into colla- 
boration during the Second World War. Jonic, a former schoolteacher, 
served as Minister of Education under Nedic; he was put on trial and 
executed by the socialists at the end of the war for his role in the colla- 
borationist state. 

Dimitrije Ljotic was of course an enthusiastic supporter of the Axis 
occupation and its collaborationist partner during the Second World 
War. His own group, the pro-Nazi Zbor, was far too marginal and thinly 
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supported to play anything more than an auxiliary role in the collabora- 
tionist set-up; this despite Zbor’s full-fledged ideological adherence to 
Nazism. The Axis occupation of Serbia nevertheless gave a considerable 
reversal of fortune to the tiny Serbian fascist movement, which had, as we 
have seen, failed to make any kind of impact at a mass level in Yugoslavia 
during the 1930s, and looked all set to peter out in the following years. 
Ljotic’s party militia, the ‘Serbian Volunteer Guard’, took part in the Nazi 
occupation regime’s anti-Partisan reprisals, seeing in them a chance to 
put the party’s anti-communism into practice - the targets of Zbor’s 
violence were often, however, Serbian and Jewish civilians. The Nazi 
defeat in Serbia of 1944 was also Zbor’s defeat, and Ljotic died in a car 
crash the following year. His failure to rally Serbs behind a radical-right. 
Orthodox political agenda was complete many years before this accident; 
the occupation had artificially (and in the event, temporarily) raised Zbor 
to new heights. Some of Ljotic’s supporters fled into exile after the end of 
the Second World War (most of them to Munich) and took to publishing 
Ljotic’s various writings, as well as those of other prominent Zbor mem- 
bers, in an attempt to promote their departed leader’s credentials as a 
Serbian patriot. 

The ageing Kosta Pecanac and his interwar Chetnik association also 
loosely joined collaborationist ranks of the Nedic state. As we have seen, 
the Chetnik association of the interwar period had undergone several 
stages of transformation during the 1920s and 1930s, switching from 
supporting the Democratic Party to the Radicals and back again, support- 
ing the dictatorship, then in the latter half of the 1930s, under Pecanac’s 
guidance, drifting ever rightwards and becoming ever more chauvinistic, 
directing their violence increasingly against non-Serbs in Bosnia and 
Croatia. The period 1941-1944 marked in many ways the culmination 
of this rightward evolution, for when invasion and occupation returned to 
Serbia, Pecanac, having little heart for another struggle against the occu- 
pier, would soon put himself and his association at the disposal of the 
government of Milan Nedic, becoming the occupation regime’s ‘legal 
Chetniks’. Officially part of the military forces of the Nedic state, 
Pecanac’s association’s activities were largely restricted to sporadic and 
desultory skirmishes against Albanian bands in the south of the country. 

It seems that Pecanac’s experiences during the Toplica Uprising still 
had a powerful grip on him, just as Serbia’s experiences during the First 
World War still had a powerful grip on many veterans of 1912-1918. 
Harrowed by such memories, fearing that resistance would once again 
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place Serbia and Serbians on the anvil of a much larger foe, and being in 
any case of right-wing sympathies, Pecanac’s response this time was to 
offer himself up entirely to the occupiers; better this than another Toplica. 
He was thus drawn into the fold of a regime whose intentions towards 
Serbia were even more drastic than those of Austria-Hungary and 
Bulgaria. Like Ljotic, Pecanac had led his supporters into the dead end 
of Axis collaboration. His rampage against non-Serbs in the south of the 
country must have appeared to many observers like a parody of the Balkan 
guerrilla traditions of the Ottoman period. Pecanac’s supporters gradu- 
ally melted away, many of them to Draza Mihailovic’s Chetniks, and 
Pecanac himself was captured and executed by Mihailovic’s forces in 
1944: the hero of liberation and unification dying at the hands of his 
fellow countryman. 

Axis collaboration in Serbia, then, was the domain of a minority of 
political and military figures who were mostly eccentric to the main- 
streams of Serbia’s politics and its traditions of liberation and unification. 
Germany had since the First World War appeared as a traditional enemy 
of Serbia, defeated in 1918 but vengeful during the interwar period. The 
attack on Yugoslavia in 1941 and the subsequent dismemberment of the 
country looked like the acting out of a long-nursed grudge against one of 
the victor states of the First World War. And so it was, in so far as Hitler’s 
military and political campaign throughout Europe was justified along 
the lines of undoing the many wrongs of the harsh and unjust Versailles 
settlement. Nedic, at the top of these collaborationist constellations, 
could in no way disguise or deny this obvious and crushing Serbian 
defeat; his regime was presented to the Serbians as a means of lessening 
the physical costs of this defeat (for Serbians, at least), and of salvaging 
from it an attenuated moral victory. The deal offered by the occupiers 
had little appeal beyond these disparate and wayward groups and 
individuals, and this kind of collaboration was surely tangential to the 
broader national and political traditions in Serbia since the end of the 
First World War. 



Nationalist resistance: Draza Mihailovic 
and the Chetniks 

The Serbian nationalist anti-Axis resistance was initiated by a small group 
of army officers who had not surrendered nor been captured during the 
defeat of April 1941, and who made their way to Ravna Gora, a line of 
mountains in central Serbia that seemed to offer a good base to coordinate 
such operations. This anti-Axis resistance movement was at least nomin- 
ally led by Colonel (later General) Dragoljub ‘Draza’ Mihailovic, a career 
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officer in the interwar Yugoslav army. For those Serbians who joined or 
otherwise supported Mihailovic’s group their decision seemed to fit well 
into the historical traditions of irregular Balkan resistance to imperial rule 
(especially in the formerly Ottoman lands), and also seemed to offer a 
chance to honour and maintain the culture of victory and (at least initi- 
ally) the interwar alliances of the South Slav State. In short, this course 
seemed like the logical continuation of the battles that had been fought by 
Serbia during the years 1912-1918. The forces associated with 
Mihailovic and his group in Ravna Gora took the official title of ‘The 
Yugoslav Army in the Homeland’, although they were more commonly 
known (then and in subsequent historiography) as the ‘Chetniks’. 

Mihailovic, despite his decision to resist, was concerned about the 
possible cost to Serbian life that military resistance to the occupation 
would entail, fears perhaps born of the sufferings of Serbs during the 
occupations of 1915-1918 (and especially during the Toplica Uprising). 
These concerns were confirmed and greatly increased in the first months 
after the defeat, when the occupiers demonstrated a ferocious commit- 
ment to punishing civilians in reprisal for anti-occupation attacks. 
Mihailovic therefore restricted his resistance to a holding, husbanding 
role, keeping a skeleton military force, loyal to the king, in good order and 
discipline and ready to rise out of their mountain redoubts when the tide 
of the war turned in favour of the Allies. And Mihailovic had an almost 
religious faith in the ultimate Axis defeat and the triumph of France and 
Great Britain, once again; it was a faith that led him to consider all other 
alliances and associations temporary and thus in many cases permissible. 
These two calculations - passivity in the face of a ruthless occupier whose 
military strength dwarfed that of his own forces and his willingness to 
broach all kinds of alliances on a temporary basis - would cost Mihailovic 
the war. 

Mihailovic initially considered his resistance as an exclusively military 
matter, with no additional political or ideological component. He and his 
men pledged unbroken loyalty to the pre-1941 government and to King 
Peter, a pledge which was reciprocated by the king and his ministers, who 
designated Mihailovic and his movement as their military arm in the 
country, granting Mihailovic himself an honorific ministerial position in 
the government (Ministry of the Armed Forces) and promoting him to 
general. Yet in the context of emergent civil war in Yugoslavia, 
Mihailovic’s limited military goals quickly became unfeasible. The poli- 
tical and ideological vacuum left at the centre of the Chetnik programme 
was rapidly filled, its apparent similarities to the revolutionary Balkan 
traditions of the past and its pro-Allied stance, affirmed by its ties to the 
government-in-exile, made the Chetniks a magnet for nationalist 
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Serbians who in the interwar period had become increasingly concerned 
about the political and cultural problems of the South Slav state. They 
saw in these new circumstances a means of realizing the goals that had 
eluded them in the context of the South Slav state. 

Many Serbian veterans of the First World War had been associated 
with National Defence and the Serbian Cultural Club, the Association of 
Reserve Officers and Warriors, and before that the Organization of 
Yugoslav Nationalists (ORJUNA) and the Serbian Nationalist Youth 
and the Chetnik associations of the 1920s joined the Mihailovic 
Chetniks. The pro-Allied stance of these veterans, born of their ties to 
France and Great Britain during the First World War, led them there. But 
there was even more to the appeal of the Chetniks than this, for the 
ostensibly Yugoslav but actually almost exclusively Serbian military 
movement seemed to offer a chance to complete the business started in 
the nineteenth century but left unfinished and even neglected during the 
interwar period; that is, the national integration of the Serbians and the 
confirmation of their rightful place as. primus inter pares in the South Slav 
state. These matters, the political and cultural division of Serbs, the many 
problems of the South Slav state, had been agonized over by nationalist 
intellectuals during the 1930s, who were in principle supportive of 
Yugoslavia, but were in reality unhappy about the position of Serbs within 
the state. The context of war and the chaos of Hitler’s new order in the 
Balkans created the opportunity to complete this national work. 

The Chetnik vision of a completed Serbian integration can be discerned 
in the programmatic statements of Chetnik ideologues such as Dragisa 
Vasic and his protege and fellow lawyer Stevan Moljevic, two veterans of 
the wars of liberation and unification who drew up the Chetnik blueprint 
for a ‘Great Serbia’ that was to emerge as the most powerful component of 
a restored Yugoslavia in the wake of the Chetnik (and Allied) war victory. 
The putative new Serbian component included swathes of territory in 
Bosnia and elsewhere currently inhabited by non-Serbians, whose removal 
would presumably be a necessary precursor to the creation of the new state. 
Violence against non-Serbs, which was characteristic of the Chetniks’ 
fighting, thus had a political intent, a goal in sight. 

This radical vision of an expanded, unified Serbia, as proposed by 
Vasic, Moljevic, and others, was rooted in the Serbian nationalizing drives 
present since the revolution of 1903. That they had been stalled and 
thwarted in the interwar period had made their realization all the more 
urgent now that war had returned to the South Slav lands. Because 
liberation and unification, seemingly achieved in 1918, had been fru- 
strated in the interwar period, the Chetnik programme was all the more 
uncompromising in its efforts to achieve it now. Because the various 
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cultural and colonization efforts in the southern regions had failed in the 
1920s, the Chetniks were unwilling to countenance ‘a-national’ elements 
there once they had been won back from the occupiers. There was also, of 
course, the logic of the civil war itself, the violence of the Ustashe in 
Bosnia, the supposed culpability of Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian 
Croats; this meant that Chetniks were all the more ready and willing to 
meet violence with more violence. But the vision of a Serbia fully united 
and occupying its rightful place in Yugoslavia had a much longer heritage, 
and it was the great sacrifices of 1912-1918 that gave this project a special 
impetus after 1941. The political programme of Draza Mihailovic’s 
Chetniks was shaped by veterans of the First World War such as 
Dragisa Vasic and Stevan Moljevic, who saw the new conflict as a chance 
to resolve once and for all the problems of the interwar period. 

For Vasic, the worm had decisively turned: he was no longer the fierce 
critic of the Belgrade government’s violence against non-Serbs in 
Macedonia and Kosovo at the end of the First World War. He was joined 
in the Chetniks by Ilija Trifunovic Bircanin, who, despite old age and 
failing health, rejoined the fight in 1941 as a commander of the Dinara 
Division of the Yugoslav Army in the Homeland. Bircanin fought along- 
side Dobroslav Jevdjevic, one-time member of Young Bosnia, ORJUNA 
leader in Vojvodina during the 1920s, and veteran of liberation and 
unification. Niko Bartulovic, another former ORJUNA leader with links 
to the pre-war revolutionary youth, also fought with the Chetniks during 
the Yugoslav Civil War. So did Stevan Simic and Vasilije Trbic. These 
were ‘remobilized’ men spurred into action by the failures of the past. 

The Chetnik vision was, of course, never realized. Mihailovic’s passiv- 
ity towards the occupier (which cost him Allied support) and his group’s 
inability to muster support amongst non-Serbs led to his and the Chetniks 
increasing marginalization during the civil war - at least outside of Serbia. 
His credentials as the official in situ resistance group of the Yugoslav 
government-in-exile became less significant as the war went on. Facing 
the firing squad in 1946, Mihailovic would famously speak of how the 
‘gale of the world’ had swept him away. And so it had, and so had the civil 
war of 1941-1945 swept away the traditions of the First World War and of 
liberation and unification. The Chetniks were too rooted in the past to 
succeed in the environment of 1941-1945: their thinkers and ideologues 
were men who looked backwards to the conservative and militarist tradi- 
tions of the Serbian nationalizing state, traditions which had in reality 
reached their apogee in 1918. 
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Habsburg redux? The Ustashe and the Independent 
State of Croatia 

The other collaborationist state established on the ruins of interwar 
Yugoslavia was the NDH; envisaged as an Axis-affiliated satellite state, 
its territories, as noted, came to encompass all of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, and Croatia minus the Dalmatian lands coveted and thus 
taken by fascist Italy. It was in fact ruled as a condominium divided 
between German and - until 1943 - Italian occupation. A perverse 
‘reward’ bestowed by Germany on the subjects of the NDH in the same 
sense that the Serbian occupation was a punishment to the recalcitrant 
Serbs - it was in part Hitler’s crude attempt to reverse the ‘Versailles’ 
creation, Yugoslavia, and thus to avenge the defeat of 1918 in the 
Balkans. The NDH was hardly less subordinate to German interests 
than its Serbian neighbour - although, as Mark Mazower has noted, 
here as in other Axis satellites, Hitler gave some leeway over strictly 
local, national policies, so long as they did not impinge on the German 
war effort (which, as we shall see, they did).*^ 

Hitler initially offered control of this putative new state to Vladko 
Macek and the Croat Peasant Party, correctly estimating that only this 
political party held enough sway over the Croat masses to keep the 
territories quiescent (which was of overriding concern to Hitler) . When 
Macek turned this offer down. Hitler instead turned to Ante Pavelic and 
the Ustashe, who eagerly accepted the prize. 

Slavko Kvaternik, a former lieutenant colonel of the Austro- 
Hungarian army and now a leading Ustashe, declared the creation of 
the new state in front of the Ban’s residence in Zagreb, on the 10 April, 
even whilst the Yugoslav army were still fighting in the field. It was not 
the first time that Kvaternik had welcomed a regime change into Zagreb. 
That was November 1918, when he was honoured by the National 
Council of Croats, Serbs, and Slovenes, the group of South Slav politi- 
cians who had just days before announced the severing of all ties with 
Austria-Hungary, and whose hastily formed armed forces were com- 
manded by Kvaternik. 

Present that November evening was Miroslav Krleza, a young Croat 
author with a growing reputation in Zagreb literary circles, who had also 
served in the Austro-Hungarian army, albeit with considerably less enthu- 
siasm than Kvaternik. For Krleza, Kvaternik’s transition from imperial to 
national soldier was far too smooth, and the National Council was too 
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willing to forget how such Austro-Hungarian officers had, until recently, 
fought against the very Serbian officers they were now honouring/^ It was 
as if the new regime wanted to make believe that years of fighting could be 
swept aside; that Austro-Hungarian officers such as Kvatemik simply 
needed to swap uniforms in order for their wartime conduct to be forgotten. 
Krleza noisily disrupted the ceremonies by calling out ‘Down with 
Kvaternik!’ and ‘Down with the Austrian generals! Down with [Svetozar] 
Boroevic! Down with [Antun] Liposcak!’'® He would later accuse Mate 
Drinkovic, the Deputy for Military Affairs in the National Council, of being 
‘completely senile’ for raising a toast to the ‘chameleon-like’ Kvaternik, 
who ‘would again hang people for the Habsburgs against Peter, or for Peter 
against the Habsburgs, or for whomever appeared on the Drava or in this 
town on a white horse as victor’.'^ Krleza was at this time turning his 
criticisms of Habsburg military traditions into literature. Soon after the 
end of the war, he would publish a series of anti-war satires. The Croatian 
God Mars (1922), which featured lacerating caricatures of Austro- 
Hungarian officers, especially those, like Kvaternik, of South Slav descent. 
For Krleza the antinomies between national and imperial interests were 
irreconcilable: The Croatian God Mars ridiculed officers such as Kvatemik 
who, during the war, had thought that by fighting for Austria-Hungary they 
were also fighting for their own national interests. 

Krleza and Kvaternik went on to walk very different paths in the 
interwar years. Krleza remained unbending in his criticism of Habsburg 
military traditions and their influence on the South Slavs, and especially 
the Croats. This had much to do with his politics, for Krleza was by the 
end of the war a committed communist, one of a number of South Slavs 
who fought in the Austro-Hungarian army during the war years and who 
joined the party shortly thereafter. He remained attached to the cause 
throughout the interwar period. As for Kvaternik, promoted to the rank of 
colonel in the National Guard, he had fought with distinction against the 
Hungarians in the Medjimurje campaign at the end of the First World 
War and accepted a commission in the Yugoslav army in 1919. This, 
however, was short-lived: like a number of his fellow South Slav officers 
who had served in the Austro-Hungarian army, Kvaternik’ s time in 
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Yugoslavia’s army was briefi he met again with Mate Drinkovic in 1920 
and resigned his commission. Thereafter he gravitated towards the anti- 
Belgrade opposition, especially during the 1930s. His next military role 
was as an officer in the Ustasha army. And now here he was again, 
welcoming the Ustashe into Zagreb. Kvaternik’s new masters were in 
reality a tiny and politically insignificant band that were now catapulted 
into the government of an unwieldy and precariously positioned new 
state. The results were disastrous. Nurtured by fascist tutelage during 
the 1930s and then adopting many facets of National Socialism when 
brought to power in 1941, the Ustashe had ‘matured’ into something far 
different than its initial guise: it was a radical revolutionary fascist organ- 
ization intent on reshaping society at every level, from the nation down to 
the individual.^® 

The Ustashe, in its original incarnation, was essentially little more than 
a revival of the right-wing counter-revolutionary groups that had stalked 
the post-war settlement in the years immediately after 1919. It was 
another Heimwehr or Freikorps: a paramilitary group with little political 
coherency beyond a grudge against the way the battle had gone in 1918. 
For this reason, as we have seen, it had become a magnet for Frankists and 
former Austro-Hungarian soldiers disorientated, bewildered, and resent- 
ful at their loss of status since 1918. Some ideological coagulation had 
occurred since then: Ante Pavelic and his supporters had rummaged 
through Croatian national ideologies, making a tiger’s leap on those 
parts which suited their radical programme: obviously, Josip Frank’s 
innovations to Ante Starcevic’s ideology of state right featured promi- 
nently in Ustasha ideology, since so many Ustashe, including Pavelic 
himself, had been Frankists in the 1920s. There were scraps of peasant 
party ideology in the Ustasha programme too, a reflection of the group’s 
weaknesses in the early 1 930s, when, in formulating their programme, the 
Ustashe had opportunistically grabbed hold of more popular political 
ideologies in order to gain a broader base of support. The experiences 
of the First World War and the interwar period loomed large in Ustasha 
ideology, too. The Austro-Hungarian oppression against Serbs during the 
First World War, especially in Bosnia, was a useful precedent for the 
Ustashe, after all, and like the Ustashe, Austria-Hungary had sought a 
decisive reckoning with the Serbian nationalizing state. 

And the history of the last two decades had shaped the Ustashe’s 
revolution. After all, the movement was born as an insurgency against 
King Alexander’s dictatorship, its aim, which it could now claim to have 
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achieved (although not through its own efforts), was full sovereignty for 
Croatia, national self-determination, which in the event had been spon- 
sored by Adolf Hitler. Their cultural and political revolution was 
intended to erase all traces of the South Slav state in the lands of the 
Independent State of Croatia^ to erase all traces of the Serbian ‘culture of 
victory’ that had justified the ‘enslavement’ of the Croat people over the 
last twenty years. In its place, the Ustashe sought to resurrect dormant 
military and political traditions, traditions that had been smothered dur- 
ing the Yugoslav period. Once again, Croat service in Habsburg colours 
was a point of national pride; disabled veterans of Croat descent who had 
been denied social care during the 1930s were now once again given 
money by the new government. A monument was raised in Jelacic 
Square, Zagreb, to the ‘December Victims’ of 1918, those killed during 
the anti-unification protests at the end of the First World War. The 
Ustasha cult of the dead, observed on All Souls’ Day at Mirogoj each 
year in the 1920s, was revived in the NDH. And former Austro- 
Hungarian officers were used in the armed forces of the NDH - especially 
in the ‘Domobran’ or home guard formations.^® 

The NDH seemed initially to bring a pleasing change of fortunes for 
many former Austro-Hungarian officers; treated as second-class soldiers 
and subjects in the Yugoslav kingdom, they were now honoured as stalwart 
Alter Kdmpfer by the Ustashe. But the study of the legacy of Austria- 
Hungary and the role of Austro-Hungarian veterans on Ustashism pro- 
duces mixed results. On the one hand, the Ustasha armed forces employed 
a number of ex-Austro-Hungarian officers in higher ranks: notably Slavko 
Stancer, head of the Ustasha home guard, the ‘Domobran’, Mirko Puk, 
who served as a minister in Pavelic’s government, and Slavko Kvatemik, 
who Pavelic raised to the rank of marshall. On the other hand, these former 
imperial officers chafed against the Ustasha regime as much as they had 
done against that of Yugoslavia. Kvatemik’s career as an officer in the 
Ustasha armed forces lasted only a little longer than his career as an officer 
in Yugoslavia, and Pavelic had serious problems with those of his soldiers 
that had formerly served in the Austro-Hungarian army, despite their 
credentials as opponents of Yugoslavia and supporters of Ustashism dur- 
ing the 1930s. It seems the Ustasha programme was far too radical for the 
many Austro-Hungarian officers who had joined forces with the move- 
ment; their mentalities were apparently rooted in the past and many of 
them were shocked at the differences between the war they remembered of 
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1914-1918 and the war that Pavelic was waging in 1941. For this reason, 
they were ultimately hardly better suited to the new regime than they had 
been to the old. 

The Ustashe remobilized former Austro-Hungarian officers of Croat 
descent, seeing in them experienced soldiers and also ideological precur- 
sors. But the Ustashe were a radical departure from the conservative 
bureaucratic traditions of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, and the dif- 
ficulties Pavelic faced in integrating these officers into his regime were in 
large part a reflection of this. Kvaternik is a case in point: an officer 
unsettled in Yugoslavia, indeed, in opposition to it, but who also, when 
the time came, turned out to be of unsuitable material for the Ustasha 
army. His mentality and the mentality of many of his fellow officers had in 
large part been shaped by the bureaucratic conservatism of the Austro- 
Hungarian officer corps. To be sure, this often made such officers unsui- 
table material for the Serbian-dominated Yugoslav army of the interwar 
period, but it ultimately made them unsuitable material for the army of a 
fascist state, too. As much as disgruntled ex- Austro-Hungarian officers 
were malleable clay from which Pavelic could fashion his terrorist para- 
military group of the 1930s, they were also too rigid and too hidebound 
to their imperial training to go along with the Ustashe’s unrestrained 
violence in the NDH. 

The story of Habsburg officers of South Slav descent is the story of an 
institutional fragment: for Austro-Hungarian officers of South Slav des- 
cent were marginalized in the German-dominated imperial army until 
1918, marginalized again in the Serbian-dominated Yugoslav army in the 
interwar period, and marginalized in the Ustasha armed forces during 
1941-1945. There was something ex nihilo about the Ustasha programme 
of genocide: it could not be entirely traced back to the conservative 
traditions of Austria-Hungary, just as Nazi ideology and Nazi genocide 
could not be reduced to the right-wing conservatism of the Kaiserreich. 
The Ustashe represented something new and revolutionary under the 
sun: thoroughly fascisized during the 1930s, and as Mark Biondich has 
shown, a group whose members were overwhelmingly of the younger 
generation by 1941,^' the Ustashe envisaged a clean break with the 
past, a new Ustasha dawn in which an ethnically pure Croatian state 
would be populated with new Ustasha men and women. 
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The Partisans 

The experience of civil war throughout the South Slav lands during 
1941-1944 completely transformed the fortunes of these various com- 
peting political and military forces. The Chetniks were too immersed in 
Serbian military and revolutionary traditions to broaden their appeal 
beyond the borders of Serbia itself or (with very rare exceptions) to 
those Serbs living in Bosnia and Croatia; to say nothing of the violence 
they routinely wielded against non-Serbs, which was both situational 
and an intrinsic part of their ideological/political programme. The 
Ustashe fared little better: their headlong rush towards a revolutionary 
transformation of society was fatally at odds with their narrow base of 
support, they quickly alienated people of all national groups (including 
those Croats who had initially welcomed the Ustasha declaration of 
independence as a break with the failed Yugoslav past); and, of course, 
their genocidal policies against the Serbs, Jews, and Roma in the NDH 
drove many thousands into armed insurrection against the state, an 
insurrection that the Ustasha armed forces were not well equipped to 
deal with. The changing fortunes of the Axis in the world war also 
brought down the collaborationist regimes in the Balkans: Pavelic, 
and for that matter Nedic and Ljotic, had hitched their stars to the 
Nazi war effort; its collapse during 1943-1944 was also their own. The 
Chetniks, meanwhile, on account of their passive approach to anti-Axis 
resistance, found themselves out of favour with the Allies by the end of 
the war. 

The future belonged to the resurgent communists, a movement largely 
unencumbered by the freight of the First World War, a movement that 
did not seek legitimacy in the years 1914-1918 and which promised 
to deliver Yugoslavs from the failures of the interwar period. The 
communist party, as we have seen, had suffered numerous reverses in 
the interwar period. The party’s considerable support at the end of the 
First World War quickly fell away under the pressures of illegality and 
police action. There were just hundreds of party members by the mid- 
1 920s; and the communists endured further hardships during the years of 
Alexander’s dictatorship. The international communist revolution, which 
had seemed so promising during the years of the ‘Red Wave’ (1917- 
1923), had fizzled out almost entirely in the Balkans by the middle of 
the 1920s. The communist threat in Yugoslavia, although often invoked 
by the authoritarian leaders of the interwar state, was in reality little more 
than a chimera. The communists themselves were left to nurse their 
wounds and to ponder, in recriminatory fashion, their many mistakes. 
As with almost all national communist parties, the Comintern terror of 



‘The gale of the world’, 1941-1945 



259 



the 1930s ravaged the Yugoslavs, many of the old guard, the ‘returnees’ of 
1917-1918, were swept up in these purges. 

And yet a connection to the First World War remained. The party 
secretary by the end of the 1930s was a former non-commissioned officer 
of the Austro-Hungarian army, Josip Broz ‘Tito’, who had seen action 
during the Great War on both the Balkan and eastern fronts. (The fact 
that Tito had fought for Austria-Hungary against the Serbians was a 
potential embarrassment for the new regime; for many years Tito’s ser- 
vice on the Balkan front was covered up in official histories, whereas his 
time in revolutionary Russia and his connections with the communist 
movement there were exaggerated.)^^ 

Tito was a grandee of the party by this stage. A new generation of 
communists was replenishing the ranks of the communist party: in the 
years and months immediately before war arrived in Yugoslavia, the 
communists enjoyed a small but significant rise in support, mainly from 
university students and a younger generation of South Slavs in revolt 
against the failures of the interwar state. For most of them, the First 
World War was barely a distant memory, much less a lived experience. 
Indeed, the most experienced soldiers in the Partisan movement, the 
commanders of the ‘Proletarian Brigades’, tended to be those who had 
served with the International Brigades during the Civil War in Spain, like 
Koca Popovic or Peko Dapcevic, or who had been professional officers in 
the Yugoslav army, like Arso Jovanovic. Tito, the ‘last of the Habsburgs’^^ 
in the Balkans, was something of an exception. 

During 1941-1944 the Partisans successfully mobilized a mass move- 
ment against both occupying powers and domestic rivals - recruiting 
support from, to a greater or lesser extent, all of Yugoslavia’s national 
and ethnic groups. This was no mean feat, especially since it had to be 
achieved in the face of initial hostility from the greater powers waging the 
Second World War. The Allies had designated the Chetniks as the official 
anti-Axis resistance, a fact that the communists needed to contend with 
during the early stages of their resistance. But unlike their rivals the 
Chetniks (or indeed the government in exile), the Partisans had nothing 
invested in the restoration of the interwar kingdom: they instead pre- 
sented their movement and its victory as a revolutionary break with the 
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past, a new era that would be a vast improvement on the old South Slav 
state, a state which had been decisively laid to waste in the current war. 
And unlike the Ustashe, the Partisans, through a series of compromises 
and adaptations to local circumstances, were able to draw support from 
all national groups caught up in the Yugoslav civil war.^® They ultimately 
emerged as a mass political and military movement, untainted by colla- 
boration with the defeated Axis powers, and, moreover, supported by the 
Allies on account of their confrontational approach to resisting the occu- 
pation (in great contrast to the Chetniks) . The Partisan victory at the end 
of the Second World War - and the movement’s emergence as one with 
mass support in the South Slav lands - was thus the culmination of a 
remarkable resurrection. 

The new Yugoslavia that the victorious Partisans set about creating in 
the wake of their war victory was to be substantially different from the 
interwar state, which was universally held to be a disastrous failure and 
in opposition to which the Partisans defined their own regime. The 
‘Serb-domination’ that had supposedly blighted the interwar period 
was ostentatiously discarded in favour of a federal political system of 
six republics and two autonomous regions. These latter, Vojvodina and 
Kosovo, controversially, internally divided the Serbian republic. Here 
was evidence of the communists’ concerns about an overbearing 
Serbian political majority in the new state; and here was a demonstrable 
rejection of the Serbian policies of colonization and assimilation pur- 
sued in the ‘southern territories’. In this respect, the creation of a 
Macedonian federal republic was also a significant break with the past, 
as was the recognition of Macedonian as a national group within socia- 
list Yugoslavia. 

This was a new era of politics, too. The monopoly of the communist 
party on political and national life in Yugoslavia consigned the ‘chaos’ of 
political parties to the past (in fact, there had been no meaningful political 
pluralism in Yugoslavia since 1929). Alexander’s dictatorship was 
declared ‘monarcho-fascist’; the interwar state was merely the product 
of an imperial war, the Great War; it had established the hegemony of the 
greater Serbian bourgeoisie over the remaining Yugoslav bourgeoisie 
(and, of course, the workers). Those who had fought and served during 
the Balkan wars and First World War had done so against their own class 
interests. 
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Just as certain elements of Tito’s war record from 1914 to 1918 were 
suppressed, so too were many of the war veterans studied in this book: 
the Serbian veterans who had been so prominent in the interwar period 
now faced marginalization, indeed, oblivion, after 1945. There was no 
space for the so-called ‘Salonikans’ in the official veterans’ associations 
of Socialist Yugoslavia (SUBNOR); nor would there be until the 
1960s. The socialist state had its own culture of victory: the myth of a 
unified, pan-Yugoslav struggle against the fascist invader. ‘Liberation 
and unification’ was replaced by ‘brotherhood and unity’. The 
People’s Liberation Struggle (NOB) was the seminal, constitutional 
event for the Yugoslav communists and for the socialist Yugoslav 
state. In this, the Yugoslavs were quite unlike the remaining new com- 
munist states of post-1945 Eastern Europe (with the exception of 
Albania) - their revolution was almost exclusively a domestic affair; 
they had come to power in the country through their own efforts; they 
would, after 1945, make their own history. Thus the NOB became the 
antithesis of the wars of liberation and unification; it was a popular, 
democratic, and perhaps, above all, full-fledged ‘Yugoslav’ revolution 
that legitimized the new state and its political and social revolution. 

The successes and failures of this revamped ‘culture of victory’ are 
another story altogether - its telling deserves and would require an 
entirely separate volume, as would a study of the socialists’ treatment of 
war veterans of all nationalities, the treatment of non-Partisan veterans in 
the social policies of the new state, the political role played by ex-Partisans 
during the lifetime of the socialist state, and even beyond. Suffice to say 
that despite the radical departures keenly emphasized by the Partisans 
after 1 945, they handled the fractious legacy of their own conflict in much 
the same way as the state-builders of the interwar period: that is, by 
constructing a culture of victory which privileged certain groups over 
others, which covered the messy and contentious past with an edifying 
story of unity and triumph. Like the interwar state, the new socialist 
Yugoslavia was a mighty edifice standing on clay feet. Once again, a 
South Slav state emerged from a protracted and bloody period of inter- 
necine war. Once again, the wounds of the past were left open. 



Conclusion 

Brotherhood and unity 



Even non-specialists are aware that the warfare of 1941-1945 was pri- 
marily a period of Yugoslav civil war, since during this time more 
Yugoslavs were killed by other Yugoslavs than by the occupying forces. 
But far fewer people would think of the years 1914-1918 in such terms. 
And yet, during this period of warfare Yugoslavs were mobilized and in 
armed conflict against one another as they served or fought in the armies 
of the Central Powers and the Allies. 

After 1918, seeking a place in the post-war order, the first kingdom of 
Yugoslavia had presented its credentials as a ‘victor state’ to the rest of 
Europe, constructing a culture of victory that placed emphasis on very 
specific aspects of the recent past at the expense of others, the better to 
solidify powerful diplomatic alliances with states such as Great Britain 
and France, states which made the important decisions in the aftermath 
of the world war. This myth of the ‘liberation and unification’ of all South 
Slavs was a simplification of Serbia’s war years, reducing a complex and 
shifting tableau into a linear narrative of sacrifice and redemption. Thus, 
where there were violent disagreements between political and military 
leaders, the narrative projected an image of unity in the face of adversity; 
the Serbian army’s battles were epics won through the heroism of the 
Serbian soldier, whose sacrifice and cause were celebrated throughout 
the country. But liberation and unification did not become the totem of a 
unified and strong culture that would bind the South Slavs to one another 
after the First World War. And the story of interwar Yugoslavia is one of 
political failure, fragmentation, and disintegration. 

It was a two-fold failure: for, in the first place, liberation and unification 
failed to appeal to most Austro-Hungarian veterans of the First World 
War. Moreover, liberation and unification embedded into the new state a 
prejudice against Austro-Hungarians with which they were character- 
ized - by bureaucrats, administrators, politicians - as soldiers of a 
defeated enemy. It certainly must have felt that way, given the emphasis 
placed in Yugoslavia on Serbia’s victories during 1912-1918. Attempts to 
breach this dive, made by, for example, the Association of Reserve 
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Officers and Warriors and the Union of Volunteers, met with limited 
success. 

In the second place, liberation and unification did not bind Serbian 
veterans of the Great War to the new state. If their associations, both 
national and local, are representative of their attitudes, most Serbian 
veterans appear to have rejected the parliamentary system in favour of 
Alexander. They saw in the king and the Karadjordjevic dynasty the 
embodiment of the ideals for which they had fought during 1912-1918; 
Alexander was the direct descendent of Karadjordje himself, after all, and 
he was also a war hero who had stood at the head of the army during the 
war years and after 1918 stood for unity in a perilously divided state. 
National institutions, on the other hand, seemed to represent the nega- 
tion of everything ‘liberation and unification’ stood for: run by self- 
serving and ‘egotistic’ civilians who were not imbued with the appropriate 
degree of patriotism, but were interested only in enriching themselves at 
the country’s expense. The parliamentary system itself, with its shifting 
coalitions, back-room deals, and party factionalism threatened to frag- 
ment the state for which Serbian veterans had sacrificed so much. 

The very different careers and trajectories of some of the ‘archetypal’ war 
veterans studied in this book bear out the fractured legacy of the Great War 
in interwar Yugoslavia. Men like Lujo Lovric, the blind infantry captain 
who became one of the most celebrated heroes of Serbia’s victory in the 
First World War, but who was actually a Croat. Men like Gustav Percec 
and Slavko Kvaternik, one-time Austro-Hungarian officers who, like many 
former soldiers of the imperial army, chafed against the South Slav state 
and its institutions during the 1920s, and whose military expertise was 
eventually used by Ante Pavelic when he formed his anti-Yugoslav 
terrorist-paramilitary group, the Ustashe, at the beginning of the 1930s. 
Men like the rival guerrilla leaders Ilija Trifunovic-Bircanin and Kosta 
Milovanovic-Pecanac, who fought together against the Bulgarian and 
Austro-Hungarian occupations of Serbia during 1915-1918, but were on 
opposing sides - and hunting each other - when Serbia was occupied once 
again in 1941 . Or Dragisa Vasic, a veteran of the Balkan wars and the First 
World War, who in 1918 was a progressive leftist fiercely opposed to the 
Belgrade regime’s programme of ‘pacification’ against the non-Serb popu- 
lation in Kosovo but gradually transformed into a nationalist zealot 
co-writing the programme of Draza Mihailovic’s Chemiks, a programme 
which called for the creation of a ‘Great Serbia’ through the forced removal 
and murder of non-Serbs from the territories in question. Or men like 
Punisa Racic, a leading figure in the war veteran movement during the 
interwar period, who fired a pistol at Croat deputies in the Yugoslav 
parliament in 1 928, enraged after one of those deputies had cast aspersions 
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on his war record - an act of violence that brought the fractious legacy of the 
war years into the very heart of Yugoslavia’s post-war politics. That legacy 
is also at the heart of the social and cultural history of the interwar kingdom. 

And finally, the diplomatic advantages of promoting a pro- Allied ‘cul- 
ture of victory’ lessened as the interwar period wore on and France and 
Great Britain gave less and less consideration to their strategic interests in 
the region. By the second half of the 1930s Great Britain and France had 
all but abandoned the states of eastern and central Europe to the less- 
than-tender mercies of Nazi Germany. Therefore, leaders in Belgrade, 
Bucharest, Prague, and Warsaw found themselves desperately trying to 
make political accommodations with Berlin (or even with Moscow). 
These efforts were much to the chagrin of many former veterans who 
had fought with the Allies during the war, who held the Franco-British 
connection dearly, and who looked upon states like Germany as tradi- 
tional foes; they clung on to the chimera of the post-1918 settlement as 
late as 1939, even as it was being dismantled by the ascendant forces of 
revisionism and fascism. In many important ways both the failures of the 
interwar period and the violence of 1941-1945 are connected to the initial 
failure to overcome contentious and fractious pasts. South Slav veterans 
of the First World War brought different expectations and hopes with 
them into the new state, most of these were not met in the interwar period, 
not by the parliamentary system, not by the dictatorship, and not by the 
diluted form of authoritarian rule that followed it. The memory of these 
failures radicalized many veterans of the First World War who, despite 
their advancing years and failing health, were ready to rejoin the battle 
when it returned to the Yugoslav lands in 1941. 

The leaders of the new Yugoslavia, formed after 1945, were acutely 
aware of these failures, and determined not to repeat them. Yet for all 
their insistence on a caesura with the recent past, the leaders of post- 1 945 
Yugoslavia, in this respect at least, resembled the old. The social and 
political revolution that began during the civil war of 1941-1944 and was 
continued thereafter was certainly a major break with many of the tradi- 
tions and ways of the past twenty-five years. It was a conscious rejection of 
the interwar state and of the sectarian violence unleashed under occupa- 
tion during the civil war. But it was also a political and national culture 
that sought legitimacy to a very large extent in a military conflict that had 
seared very deeply into the hearts and minds of the South Slavs. It 
promoted a vision of unity, based upon the slogan ‘brotherhood and 
unity’, where in fact the civil war had been a period of deep division. In 
this sense, at least, the new state was destined to repeat the mistakes of the 
old; plus ga change. 
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